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Foreword 


My purpose in writing this book is to provide the person coming fresh to 
the subject of runes with a handy and inexpensive reference work such 
as I would have wished to have when I began studying the ancient 
languages of the north, some twenty years ago. 


The situation today is very different from then, however: I had to 
comb the second-hand bookshops of London to find a couple of not very 
reliable treatments of the subject, whereas today there are large numbers 
of books about runes and more appearing every year. The usefulness of 
any book is not always apparent since the subject has strayed into the 
hands of occultists and professional scholars, and the interested, non- 
specialist layman is likely to feel reviled by both parties! I hope to have 
gone some way to redressing that situation, and to have provided “the 
man on the Clapham omnibus” with as much sound and unbiased 
information as he can be expected to want to make use of. A short 
bibliography gives my main sources for this present work, although my 
other actual sources are the many works on more or less closely related 
topics I have consulted over the years and the not inconsiderable time I 
have spent trying to work out the details of the inscriptions, either at first 
hand or from photographs. 


The bulk of the present book comprises the text “Rudiments of 
Runelore” a much expanded version of a talk given in the winter of 1994 
to a London meeting of The English Companions. The further sections 
entitled “The Norfolk TIW Runes” and “The Brandon Runes” were 
prepared for publication in another format until the opportunity 
presented itself, at the suggestion of Tony Linsell of Anglo-Saxon Books, 
to include them with other relevant material to produce a comprehensive 
but manageable book devoted to the subject. I also include the texts of 
the more commonly referred to Rune Poems, with my own translations, 
for ease of reference. 


Foreword 


It is to be hoped that this book will prove useful and informative to 
those with an interest in the old northern traditions of the English and 
their former neighbours. To that end, | have avoided detailed argument 
based on scholarly works of philology or archaeology as the size and 
scope of this book do not warrant such treatment (the few less 
‘accessible’ aspects can safely be ignored at the first reading); I have 
nonetheless made use of some technical literature, and tried to present 
the findings of others in an intelligible way — whether successfully or not 
you must judge for yourself. 

My thanks are due to Alan Haymes for drawing my attention to many 
of the less accessible articles consulted in preparing this work, to Janice 
Baker for her help and support, and to Tony and Pear! Linsell for their 
patience in tackling the production of this book. 


Steve Pollington 
Essex, January 1995 
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The Rudiments of Runlore 


RUNES The word conjures up all sorts of pictures and can be used in a 
number of different ways. To some people it recalls the dread practices 
of the bloody Teutons, scoring their mystic sigils on stock and stone to 
summon or to ward off the hags and hedgeriders, witches and valkyries, 
wild huntsmen and warlocks of the northern night. To others it represents 
the arcane manuscript traditions of mediaeval Europe, the cryptographic 
markings of secret science and lore, hidden from the intellects of the 
uninitiated and made the more mystical for having been set into otherwise 
comprehensible texts, so tantalizing in their not-quite-accessibility. 
Perhaps far more people today may know of the runes through the mock- 
mediaeval world of Professor Tolkien, whose imagination was fired by 
tales of great deeds in times past, and secrets of unguessed ages lying 
disregarded and mouldering in the imaginative sterility of librarianship. 
Again, some few may have heard and read of the current ‘New Age’ re- 
appraisal of northern European heritage, and have been privy to runic 
posturing and meditation or ‘occult secrets of the Celtic runemasters’. 

One thing is common to all these meanings of the word ‘rune’ — they 
all suggest antiquity and secret learning; those which are not ‘magical’ in 
the strict sense nevertheless retain a certain glamour of the ancient and 
the arcane. Runes are o/d, always belong to a past world, and they 
always evoke those secrets of initiation — sometimes sinister, sometimes 
merely obscure — which attend the mention of the word. In this book, I 
propose to look at the runes themselves, their origins, what they were 
used for and how they were used. 
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Hut before we look at runes and runelore in some detail, let’s follow a 
common sense approach and try to find out what the truth is about the 
beginnings of the subject. What exactly are runes? I suppose a textbook 
answer to that question would have to say that they are ‘a Northern 
European writing system developed primarily for carving on wood, horn or 
other organic material, and consisting of simple, straight lines in a limited 
set of formal combinations’. This gets us started, but doesn’t really take us 
very far. For a start, runes are by definition associated with Germanic- 
speaking peoples like the English, Germans and Scandinavians; I shall be 
returning to ‘Celtic runes’ below, but for now it will suffice to limit our 
view to the mainstream of the subject. Secondly, runes are primarily a 
purely practical tool; they have the functions of both letters and signs — can 
be used to spell words or to stand for words — but at no time were they ever 
regarded as mere decoration or ornament. (Perhaps I should qualify that by 
saying ‘at no time until the present century ...”). Thirdly, the runes as we 
can now perceive them are not the runa of Old English manuscripts, or 
runar of the Norse; contemporary attitudes to the signs are unrecoverable, 
and we cannot know now what went through a Saxon’s mind when he saw 
the characters or heard the word. (In fact, even the word ‘rune’ went out of 
use in this sense, and was re-introduced from mediaeval Latin; had the Old 
English word survived, it would have the form ‘rown’, just as the rhyme- 
word fun is now spelt ‘town’.) All we can do is interpret what we can 
discover in the light of what seems likely or reasonable to us today, 
without the possibility of certainty. Anyone who speaks dogmatically 
about runelore is on very thin ice. 

Run is an Old English word, signifying ‘mystery, secrecy, hidden 
knowledge’ used of men sitting apart to mutter and whisper together as 
well as of messages passed between them by means of writing. There are 
cognate forms in some Celtic languages, e.g. Irish, although there the 
meaning of ‘secret’ was retained without the sense development to ‘runic 
character used for writing’. When the Irish came to devise their own script, 
typically they came up with something more like a code than a set of 
letters, the Ogham. The idea of secrecy attached to writing is not new, of 
course: to those not in on the secret, all communication not open to public 
scrutiny appears at least slightly sinister. 
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The Origin of the Runes 


The history of runes is not easy to trace and there are probably at least two 
paths to tread: one starts back in the Bronze Age in Northern Europe, 
perhaps in the second or third millennium BC in southern Scandinavia. 
Here there are a great many rock-carvings depicting scenes from 
contemporary life: the hunt, seafaring, various types of ritual (including 
what is almost certainly a form of ritual pairing or marriage), warfare and 
possibly some mythical events. Around and within the carvings are a 
variety of simple geometric signs, comprising circles, dots, crosses, hooks 
and zigzags; combinations of various elements produce symbols such as 
spear shapes, ladders, swastikas, trees and spirals. 

The second path begins in the southern Alps, where an existing 
alphabetic script, based on Etruscan writing and used to record one or 
more North Italic dialect, was adapted to the sound system of Germanic 
by a person or persons unknown. This was presumably in the second 
century BC, since the classical Latin script was adopted in this region not 
long after that. The composite system which was developed from the 
combination of Scandinavian symbols and North Italic alphabetic 
characters is known as the Common Germanic Fupark or rune-row and 
comprises twenty-four distinct characters: 


FN Basen ants 


4 u th a r k g w 

| POH Pian Fs 

h n p y x p Zz S 

T Mee ON g 

t b e m | ng d ) 
Figure | 


Common Germanic Runes with their approximate English sound values 
— see below for more details. 
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The CGireek-based system of writing is called an alphabet after the first 
two letters of the series, alpha and beta; similarly, as you can see, the 
Germanic rune-row is called a fupark after the first six of its characters. 
So far, no-one has found a satisfactory explanation for the order of the 
runes in their sequence, although it does seem to have been fixed from 
earliest times since it varies little during the entire period of the script’s 
use. The suggestion has been made that the first five runes of the English 
variant (f.u.p.o.r.) represented an acronym of feder ure pu on rodre 
which is an approximate rendering into Old English of “Our father which 
art in heaven”, though few would accept such a proposal today! 

The runes’ angular appearance is due to the materials on which they 
were intended for carving: wood, bone and horn. It is possible to analyse 
these rune-shapes in terms of distinctive features, but unfortunately no 
underlying principles of sound representation appear (e.g. all the vowels 
or dental consonants having a common feature), although their 
construction is evidently based on a system of variable oppositions: most 
runes consist of an upright, called a ‘stave’, and at least one crosspiece. 
They can be summarized as in Appendix 1. 

Each character has a sound value and, if later evidence is to be 
trusted, a name beginning with that sound (insofar as the language 
allowed). All the names were nouns and many were culturally significant 
or emotionally charged words which would certainly assist in making the 
script memorable in purely mnemonic terms and also meaningful in 
symbolic terms. The names of these Common Germanic runes were 
nowhere recorded, but later versions from England, Scandinavia and 
Iceland assist us in making deductions about the originals. Nevertheless, 
it has to be remembered that some of the names, and to a greater extent 
the ‘meanings’ or ‘interpretations’ of the names, are based on scholars’ 
best guesses and are not entirely dependable. 


Runes Among the Germans 


Before we look at the characters themselves, there is one aspect of runic 
origins which has been little commented on but deserves mention. The 
runes are a Germanic script, and indeed the earliest known records of any 
Germanic language are the runic amulets and so forth of the Jutland 
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peninsula and the surrounding Scandinavian areas. The language so 
recorded is a very early form of North West Germanic, perhaps a literary 
dialect in which specific local features had been suppressed (just as we 
today don’t record our actual speech in the fixed and formal spellings of 
our written language). Now the earliest Germanic prose texts of any length 
are the biblical translations of Bishop Wulfilas into his native Gothic in the 
fifth century AD, in a Greek-based script of his own devising; why did he 
not simply use runes for his writings? The answer may be that he, and the 
rest of his folk, did not use them. The Goths are believed to have begun 
their migration out of Scandinavia in the second century AD, and to date 
there is only one piece of evidence which can be said to link them with the 
use of runes, namely the Rumanian neckring from Pietroassa which bore a 
runic text, one interpretation of which is ‘Hereditary Possession of the 
Goths, holy, sacred’. Without this single item, or rather this interpretation 
of it, the earliest runic texts all seem to be from Jutland and thereabouts, 
and in the language we associate with that region, namely the ancestor of 
the North Sea Germanic languages (one of which is English) and of Norse. 
The probability seems to be that runes were developed in that area and that 
the Gothic neckring (if such it be) represents a cultural export to the east. 

It could be argued that the Goths’ own runic traditions had died out 
under the influence of Greek culture — and this remains a possibility, 
supported by the fact that the names of some of the Gothic characters are 
reminiscent of rune names, e.g. the ‘f character is called ‘fe’ and the ‘h’ 
‘haal’. But if certain rune-shapes and their corresponding names were 
taken over from designs used in the Bronze Age rock-carvings, the Goths 
may actually have recorded an older layer of nomenclature than the runic 
tradition. The problem in deciding lies in the dating of the earliest runic 
pieces, which are conventionally ascribed to the period AD 250—400 by art 
historians; the dates given are said to be supported by linguistic evidence, 
though in fact it seems that the linguists have decided on dates in the first 
few centuries AD on the basis of art-historical writings. In other words this 
is a circular argument — historians deriving dates from linguists whose 
dates are derived in turn from historians. All that can safely be said is that 
the runes were already in wide use in the early centuries AD, and their use 
apparently began in the Jutland peninsula. This may be significant, since it 
was from just this region that the Roman legions drew many of thei 
CGiermanic mercenaries, and the early Germanic rune-bearing amulet 
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(called Aracteates) are evidently copies of Roman coins and medallions. 
As this area is known to have been under strong Roman influence in the 
Early Roman Iron Age, there is every likelihood that the use of runes on 
Germanic jewellery represents a native reaction against Roman script 
which was (and is) ill-suited to the writing of the Germanic dialects. The 
weak link in using this argument to account for the origins of the script is 
that the runes themselves are not drawn straight from Roman capitals or 
any known form of cursive script, but seemingly from the North Italic 
script in use in the Alps; looking a little further back in history, though, we 
have the great northern Germanic triumphs over Rome of the Cimbri and 
Teutones in the last centuries BC, whose passage included Alpine areas 
where the Italic script flourished. The Cimbri have left their name in the 
island of Himmerland, off the Jutland coast. The angular i.e. ‘runic’ form 
of writing may thus have been in use there since those times, though being 
scratched into perishable materials it has not survived archaeologically, 
and only the Roman impetus on the Germans towards increased use of 
more permanent materials, and greater use of writing generally, has 
preserved this evidence for us. 

Perhaps even more interesting (for us) is the fact that the peoples of the 
Jutland peninsula were dominated by a group of seven tribes whose main 
distinguishing feature was (according to informed contemporary Roman 
opinion) the worship of a mother goddess called Nerthus — among whom, 
one group, the Ang/lii, were later to emigrate westwards to the ex-Roman 
province of Britannia and establish a powerbase there. 


The Germanic Rune Row 
and the Common Germanic Language 


The provisional or reconstructed Germanic rune names are set out below 
with their Old English and Old Norse counterparts. The English and 
Scandinavian names are recorded in manuscripts of the Christian period, in 
the form of ‘Rune Poems’ in which each character is the subject of a verse; 
the poems agree fairly well with each other as to the names and meanings, 
and in some cases even contain similar phrases or ideas which may mean 
that they have come down from an ancient original — though it could also 
be that the Norse material was imported at the time of the Danish 
invasions. There are omissions from the Scandinavian sources due to 
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simplification, reducing the number of characters from 24 to 16 — 
obviously some names were discarded with their referents. I shall point out 
important differences in the meanings in these separate traditions when 
relevant. The division into groups of eight (Icelandic @étir) is traditional 
and plays a part in runic cryptographic systems, as we shall see. 

Runic spelling is not entirely regular, lacking the discipline which 
printing, word-processing and mass literacy demand. The runes were 
conventionally written from left to right, but the earliest inscriptions are 
commonly written from right to left as well. In fact, it is not at all unusual 
for longer runic texts to be written boustrophedon, which is to say 
alternately left-to-right and right-to-left. Some runemasters reversed their 
letter-shapes when writing right-to-left, for example the word ‘(he) swam’ 
which would have the form X |? f P4_ in left-to-right format appears 


PITH 


Figure 2 
Detail from the Franks Casket front panel 
the word ‘giswom’ with retrograde characters. 


while others inverted them alternately, e.g. the word ‘brother’ 
( B RAP AR) ina Danish inscription: 


Figure 3 
Detail from stone inscription at Helnes, Fyn, Denmark 
the word ‘brupur’ in inverted characters. 
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In the following section, there are certain special characters used to show 


sounds for which modern English spelling has no separate letters. These FIRST GROUP 
are as follows: The Rune Poems referred to below can be found on pages 45 to 55. 
J in Germanic texts has the sound value we attribute to ‘y’ hfe 
as in ‘year - (sound value ‘f’) 
n this sound would be spelt -ng- in modern English, as it is 


the nasal consonant after the vowel in words like song, 
fang, thing, lung; it normally occurs when ‘n’ precedes 
‘k’ or ‘g’ e.g. ‘thinker’, ‘finger’. 


) we now spell this sound ‘th’ in words like ‘thigh’, ‘thin’ 
fe) this sound is also spelt ‘th’ as in ‘thy’, ‘thine’ 
b a sound no longer in use in English, something like a ‘v’ 


but pronounced with the lips only (not the teeth and lips) 


x this sound occurs in some dialects of English, for example 
in Scots words such as ‘loch’; it is pronounced like a ‘k’ 
but instead of ending in a sharp release of air, the sound 
vibrates in the throat and is released slowly 


ze a long vowel pronounced in the front of the mouth, 
similar to that in English ‘had’, ‘rag’, etc. 


4 another sound no longer used in English, it is the 
equivalent of x pronounced with the voice, so that its 
starting point is a ‘g’ sound 


aetc. aline above a vowel indicates that it is pronounced ‘long’ 


It should also be noted that the asterisk (*) before the words given below 
means that they are ‘reconstructed’, which is to say that they represent 
forms so ancient that they are not recorded anywhere but have been 
deduced from words found in the later, recorded languages. OE means 
Old English, Ole means Old Icelandic, ON means Old Norse, West 
Saxon is a dialect of OE, as is Anglian. 


the reconstructed Proto-Germanic word for ‘cattle, moveable wealth’, 
(one of our words for money, ‘fee’) here perhaps representing the 
bovine with its horns protruding, although the influence of the Latin 
capital F is also evident in the shape of the character. The bovine is 
known to have been a cult animal among the early English, of whom 
Tacitus says that they worshipped Mother Earth under the name 
Nerthus, whose processional waggon was drawn by cows. The English 
and Norse use of the rune restricts the meaning to ‘wealth’, the notion 
of ‘livestock’ having been lost from the later languages; in some 
passages, OE feoh has overtones of ‘princely treasure’ with all the 
associations of ancient glory and personal honour the Germanic peoples 
valued so highly.(OE feoh, ON fé) 


*uruz 
(sound value ‘u’) 


probably the word for the aurochs, a large species of primitive cattle 
against which Germanic youths used to test their courage and skill at 
arms; it may have a transferred meaning ‘manhood, vigour’ on this 
account. The horns of the beast were much-prized, and from them 
drinking vessels were made by the addition of elaborate metal fittings. 
ine examples were unearthed from mounds at Sutton Hoo (only the 
fittings survived) and the Taplow barrow. The aurochs was not found in 
lngland in Anglo-Saxon times, so the retention of the word with this 
sense underlines the Anglo-Saxon regard for ancient traditional lore. 
Ihe Norsemen substituted a homonym meaning ‘drizzle’. (OE ur, ON 
Ww ‘drizzle’, Olc ur ‘slag’) 
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*burisaz 
(sound value ‘p’) 


is a kind of large, malevolent being often translated as ‘giant’ although 
perhaps ‘demon’ or ‘wizard’ are closer to the original idea; this rune- 
name was altered in Anglo-Saxon England to porn ‘thorn’ on account of 
its shape, and taken over into the bookhand to represent the sound ‘th’ (A, 
pb). The OE verse is skilfully worded and may still have echoes of the 
original meaning, since it is possible to detect indirect references to a kind 
of maleficent creature who prays on human frailties. (ON purs) 


*ansuz 
(sound value ‘a’) 


is the word for a member of the family of the gods, whom the Norse 
call the sir; it may refer here especially to Woden, the god with 
special runic links. The OE poem has replaced this with the homonym 
‘os’ (mouth) though there is a strong possibility that there is a punning 
reference to Woden, the god most closely associated with eloquence and 
prophecy, in the cleverly worded verse. The English rune F continued in 
fourth place even though a character with the same shape (F) remained in 
use with a different sound value. This suggests that the runes were 
remembered mainly by their names, and that os continued to occupy the 
position of its ancestor *ansuz. (OE 0s, ON dss) 


*raido 
(sound value ‘r’) 


is the act of ‘riding’ or where this takes place, the ‘road’; the two 
modern senses have split from the original single idea of ‘road’ as 
wherever one chooses to ride. This rune may have been used as a 
journey charm, like a modern ‘St. Christopher’ medallion, or to speed 
the dead on the road to Hel. Many Anglo-Saxon funerary urns feature 
heavy ‘chevron’ decoration which may reflect a group of r-runes in 
series. (OE rad, ON reid) 
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< *kaunaz/* kenaz 


(sound value ‘k’) 


meaning uncertain, either ‘ulcer’ or ‘torch’; most modern rune books 
favour the latter since the element of fire is otherwise lacking from the 
rune-row, but linguistically there is a good case for either form — it is to 
some extent the modern passion for order and notion of four elements 
which militates for ‘torch’. Yet the OE name cen has the meaning 
‘firebrand’, although this does not seem to have been a common word 
in the language. (OE cen ‘torch, firebrand’, ON kaun ‘ulcer’) 


*oebo 
4 (sound value ‘y’ or ‘g’) 


is the ‘act of giving’ as well as the thing given, whether a bestowal on a 
fellow or a sacrifice to the gods. Gift-giving was a central theme in 
Germanic culture, creating bonds of mutual loyalty and obligation 
throughout society which helped to hold communities together and to 
make links between distant parts of Germanic Europe. Warriors were 
publicly honoured at feasts where they were presented with gifts of land, 
treasure, wargear and items of personal equipment as a mark of their 
success, loyalty and worth; the giver, by inference, also increased his 
prestige by proving himself willing and able to bestow magnificent gifts. 
(OE gyfu) 

*wunjo 
P (sound value ‘w’) 
can be rendered ‘joy’ or ‘pleasure’ although it also has connotations of 
affectionate relationships (OE wine ‘friend’) and mutual support (OE winnan 
‘fight’). With *gebo it encompasses all manner of bounty and freedom from 
want, the protection of one’s kindred and the pleasure of human contact. The 
rune was adopted into the bookhand as p, P where it served to represent the 
sound we spell with ‘w’. The OE poem gives the name as wen which is a 
word for ‘hope’ or ‘expectation’, but the following verse and other evidence 
suggest that *wunjo is the true original. (Wen could also conceivably 
represent the English form of the name of the deities whom the Norsemen 


worshipped under the name Vanir, but there is no known evidence for their 
worship under that name among the English.) (OE wen) 
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SECOND GROUP 


N *hagalaz 
(sound value ‘y’ or ‘h’ ) 


is ‘hail’, which the English, Icelandic and Norse Rune Poems all refer 
to as a kind of ‘grain’; it is the first of the so-called winter-runes. In the 
English tradition, this verse opens the second octet of runes and is 
longer than the standard three-line set, perhaps to mark this transition. 
(OE hegl, ON hagal) 


*naudiz 
(sound value ‘n’) 


means ‘need, distress’ (and may be a euphemism for ‘death’); it is the 
antithesis of the rune *wunjo. OE verse describes nyd as wyrda 
heardost ‘the hardest of events’ and its range of meanings seems to 
cover all kinds of physical privation and negative emotion. The OE 
poem presents it as a kind of adversity which may act as a test of moral 
fortitude. (OE nyd, ON naudr) 


*1saz 
| (sound value ‘i’) 
is ‘ice’, a fitting partner for *hagalaz and the last winter-rune before 
*jéra ‘spring’. In Germanic tradition, ice was the primeval solid matter 
from which everything else was created or released through the action 
of its opponent, fire. Here we may see a link with the power of runes to 
bind or freeze, just as ice freezes and locks creation in its grasp. The OE 
poem stresses the beauty and marvellous quality of ice, rather than its 
harmful aspects. (OE is, ON is) 

» *jera 
< (sound value ‘j’) 
is the ‘year’ both as the measure of time and also as the passing round 
of seasons from springtime to harvest, but excluding the winter months. 
It has strong associations with the land’s fertility and with fruitful 
harvests. (OE ger, ON ar) 
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tf *eihwaz 


is a puzzling rune about which there is still no agreement as to the 
meaning or the sound value; the English evidence suggests a sound ‘ih’ 
or ‘iy’ and meaning ‘yew tree’. The most plausible original sound value 
is @, since this sound occurs in Germanic and no other rune has that 
value, but the confusing nature of the few occurrences of this character 
make it very difficult to decide whether this is tenable or not. The yew, 
which was more usually called iw or Gow in OE, was especially 
connected with protection and rune-magic, however. The reference to 
the tree as hyrde fyres ‘fire’s keeper’ is cryptic and may reflect the use 
of the tree as firewood, as the Norwegian Rune Poem suggests, or 
perhaps the use of containers of yew wood for transporting smouldering 
embers (a birch bark pannier was used for this purpose in the early 
Bronze Age). (OE eoh) 


*perp- 
(sound value ‘p’) 


is far and away the most enigmatic rune, partly because its sound value 
was a rarity in Germanic. The OE Rune Poem mentions something 
which is a pleasure to men in the hall and various suggestions from 
‘dice box’ or ‘chessman’ to ‘sexual relations’ have been put forward 
but none has been generally accepted. An interesting speculation is that 
the shape represents the primeval well of past time which periodically 
overflows when an age of the world passes, at which time the world- 
tree shakes and cataclysmic events take place on earth — the ragnarokr 
or passing of the mighty ones — as movingly described in the Icelandic 
poem Voluspa. However, there is also the possibility that peorp is 
merely a rhyming doublet of cweorp, the name of the later, English ‘q’- 
rune, and that both are taken over from some Celtic original, perhaps 
connected with ceirt, the ogham name for the apple tree. (OE peor/)) 
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*algiz 
(sound value ‘z’) 


is the presumed form for this rune which occurs in the Old English 
Rune Poem in a confusing verse about a kind of sedge and in the Norse 
with the meaning ‘bow’. However, the sound ‘z’ which the original 
represents was dropped in early Old English and changed to a variant of 
‘ry’ (written ‘R’) in Norse, so both languages can be assumed to have 
remodelled their runic traditions accordingly. The Norse name yr (bow 
made of yew) is based on *eihwaz (see above) while the Anglo-Saxons 
had no need of a special ‘z’-rune since the early English language only 
used the sound as a pronunciation variant (allophone) of ‘s’; the value 
‘x’? was transferred to the character in Christian times. The original 
meaning is presumed to have been ‘protection, guard’, a word which 
gave rise to OE ealgian ‘to protect’ and the word ealh ‘temple, sacred 
place’ (see p.75f. below). That there may also have been a connection 
with the name Alcis, cited by Tacitus as applied by the Germanic folk 
to a pair of divine twins, cannot be excluded either, given that their 
worshippers regarded them as especially concerned with saving those in 
danger, much like the Greek Dioskouroi. (OE eolhsecg, ON yr) 


*sowulo 
(sound value ‘s’) 


means ‘sun’ which both English and Norse traditions reflect. It has 
been proposed that OE sigel ‘sun / ‘s’-rune’ (and also swegel ‘sky’) 
refer to a sun cult represented by the sun symbol SS; there can be no 
doubt that the sun played a central role in most early European religion. 
It was sometimes conceived of as a huge radiant disk borne on a 
waggon or ship across the vault of heaven — hence the seafaring 
imagery of the OE poem.(OE sige/, ON sol) 
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THIRD GROUP 


i *teiwaz 

(sound value ‘t’) 
is the name of the principal Germanic god of the early heathen period, 
before Wodenaz usurped his position (his name is equivalent to Roman 
Jupiter and Greek Zeus). While not simply a war-god, the spear-symbol 
which stands for his name suggests masculine associations — arms were 
the mark of the freeman in early Germanic society, allowing full 
participation in legal and social matters; this symbol is taken over 
directly from the Bronze Age rock carvings. The English verse refers 
not directly to a heathen god but to a constellation, though native 
Germanic religion had an astrological dimension just like the Roman 
and Greek. The rune may well have been used as a victory charm, and 
it is found on various weapons, funerary urns and amulets with obvious 
apotropaic intent. (OE fir, ON Tyr) 


B *berkana 

(sound value ‘b’ or ‘b’) 
has the literal meaning ‘birch-tree’ although its associations are rather 
with fertility and spring rites (the birch is often the first to sprout leaves 


and catkins in the northern forests). The OE poem describes a tree more 
like an aspen than what we call a birch. (OE beorc, ON bjarkan) 


M *ehwaz 

(sound value ‘e’) 
is the horse and the rune’s shape may represent the legs and bent back 
of the creature. The horse was a sacred animal among the German 
tribes, and was used for divination and sacrifice, though the OE poem 


refers rather to the human joy in horses and their usefulness to man. 
Norse has lost this rune. (OE eoh) 
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*mannaz 

(sound value ‘m’) 

means ‘man’ or ‘mankind’ and may be linked to the divine ancestor 
Mannus (*Mannuz) mentioned by the Roman writer, Tacitus. The OE 


verse stanza tells of man’s social role and his fallibility and mortality, 
which is a long way from any notion of divinity. (OE mann, ON maodr) 


*laguz 
r (sound value ‘1’) 
is ‘water’: either the substance or with the more specific meaning ‘body 
of water, lake’, possibly connected with the ritual waterscapes of 
Jutland where sacrifices were made to the gods. The passage of time 
among the early Germanic peoples was conceived of as a stream which 
would periodically overflow — see *peorp above -and there is certainly 
an ambivalent attitude to the sea and seafaring in most early Germanic 
literature, commanding both affection and respect. (OE /agu, ON /ogr) 


© *inguz 


(sound value ‘n’) 
represents the divine hero, consort of the mother goddess and himself 
probably a vegetation spirit; this figure seems to have been the 
particular favourite of the Angles who may be the original ‘friends of 
Ing (ngwine) though this name was retained by the later inhabitants of 
southern Jutland and may be recorded first by Tacitus in the form 
Ingaevones. The later Swedish kings called themselves Ynglingar 
which may mean ‘scions of Ing’. The reference to the waggon in the 
OE verse may recall the cult processions of Nerthus where she 
represents Earth Mother who is wooed by the Green Man (/nguz) and 
who spends time visiting men’s homes in a ritual waggon accompanied 
by a priest. (OE Jng) 
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*dagaz 

(sound value ‘6’ or ‘d’) 

means ‘day’ or ‘daylight’, although it has been dropped from the Norse 

rune-row. With *sowulo and *jeéra it may refer to symbols of a sun- 

cult, which the OE verse supports with its reference to every man’s 
enjoyment of the sun’s radiance. (OE deg) 


*Opila 
(sound value 0’) 


is often the last of the Common Germanic runes (although sometimes the 
last pair 4 and & are reversed), with the meaning ‘inherited wealth, 
homeland, farm, family estate’, which apparently complements and 
contrasts with the ‘movable wealth’ of the first rune. In OE, under certain 
conditions, 6 was pronounced further forward in the mouth (and spelt @) 
and ultimately became identical with e, though the rune continued to be 
used as an ideogram for the word ebe/ ‘homeland’. (OE eel) 


The Germanic runes set out above are adequate for the representation of 
the Proto-Germanic language, which has been carefully reconstructed by 
scholars working backwards from known languages such as English, 
Dutch, Danish, German and so on. The system of contrasting sounds 
(phonemes) worked out for the original language comprises sets of 
related values as follows: 


Nasals: m,n, 
Liquids: bt a2 
Semi-vowels: — y, w 

Vowels: short a, e, i, u 


In addition, Germanic had three sets of consonants which could be 
pronounced with or without the voice, as stops or as continuants (e.g. ‘p’ 
is voiceless, and ‘b’ is its voiced equivalent; if the ‘p’ sound is not 
pronounced with the lips fully closed, but with an escape of air, a sound 
closer to ‘f? is produced — a so-called ‘continuant’). In contrast to most 
modern Germanic languages, though, the reconstructed language had 
voiceless stops, voiceless continuants and voiced continuants: 
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Voiceless Stops p t k 
Voiceless Continuants =f p 7 
Voiced Continuants b 6 Y 


The voiced continuants seem to have had pronunciation variants (called 
allophones) from the earliest times, which are the sounds we would 
recognize as *b’, ‘d’, ‘g’. These were not separate sounds in the original 
language, however. Similarly, y became ‘h’ through the development (or 
retention) of this sound as an allophone. 

If we now compare the above system with the runic evidence, we find 
that the twenty four sounds coincide remarkably well with the fupark: 


m, n, 1 Mk? 

l, r, S$, Z rR. 
yoW 2P 

a, e, i, 0, u, & FMNIgny 
p, t, k ET 

f, p, X FPN 

b, 6, Y BM X 


One point of divergence does exist, however: conventionally, ‘n’ is not 
considered a separate sound but merely the allophone of ‘n’ occurring 
before ‘k’, ‘g’. Nevertheless, the development of a separate rune for this 
sound does suggest that the native users of the language regarded it as a 
discrete phoneme which warranted a character of its own. 

Incidentally, Germanic is believed to have had an additional set of 
consonants pronounced with rounded lips (like ‘q’ in ‘queen’ versus 
‘k’ in ‘keen’, where the principal difference is the rounded lips needed 
to form the ‘q’ sound). However, there is no evidence for any special 
runes set aside for Germanic ‘yw’, ‘kw’ or ‘ yw’ which rather suggests 
that to native speakers at least the spellings NP <P XP were an 
adequate representation of these sounds. 
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As an example of the Common Germanic fupark in use, we may take 
the text from one of the Illerup shield mounts: 


DPT QO 


Figure 4 Inscription from silver shield mount 
Illerup, Jutland, Denmark. 


This inscription is interesting for two reasons: firstly, the text is retrograde 
and the runes are reversed accordingly; secondly, some of the runes have 
been deliberately cut to be read both ways, e.g.¢ for the more usual P ‘th’. 
The text reads ediwat ojipin which reverses to form nipijo tawide 
“Nithijo made (this)” (Nithijo is a woman’s name). 


The English Runic Tradition (see also the OE Rune Poem pages 45-51) 


The specifically English innovations to this system are of two types: the 
‘common’ adaptations which took place during the English settlement (5" 
and 6" centuries AD) and the more restricted ‘northern’ additions from 
Northumbria in the 8" century. 

The commonest form of the English rune-row, called a fuporc to 
distinguish it from the Germanic and Norse traditions, can be set out thus: 


A Representative Anglo-Saxon (English) Futhore 


Primula :icPS: «A 


u-——— (th) t c g 


bs sheconnliotc ain T 


mh WH 
ae 
=v 


TZ 
oS 


Xx 


-—> 
— 
0 
ie: 4 
- 7 

wy < 
x 
a>© 


=] 
gg 
Q. 
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Obviously many of the English forms are direct developments from the 
Germanic originals, which themselves varied in shape over the period of 
their use. The common English innovations are: 


the use of the Germanic a-rune F for the sound spelt in Old English @ 
(the vowel in ‘cat’); 


the use of the Germanic 0-rune & for the sound spelt oe in Old English; 
this sound later became e in standard West Saxon, and the rune fell 
into disuse as there was already a rune for the sound (M ); 


the use of the Germanic z-rune Y with the value ‘x’ (mainly a later 
development under the influence of the manuscript tradition) 


certain characteristic English rune shapes, mostly extending the more 
irregular characters to full height: 


4 is reshaped with staves extended al 
© is reshaped with extensions % 

@ is remodelled round a single stave $ 
4 has the forms 4 


and new runic forms such as: 


T is named @ar and has the sound in Old English of the diphthong ‘e 
a’; the word ear has at least three meanings in OE. The first, ‘sea’, 
is related to the Old Icelandic word aurr ‘water’ and the second, 
‘earth’, to the Old Icelandic eyrr ‘sandbank’; the third, ‘ear of corn’, 
is connected with Old High German ahar ‘spike’. Discounting this 
latter meaning, the OE rune could refer either to the grave, or to a 
watery death at sea. In either case, the finality of the verse rounds 
off the OE Rune Poem satisfactorily. 


hn is yr, the ‘yew bow’; it has the sound value ‘y’ (‘i’ pronounced 
through rounded lips) and is transparently a combination of Nand |. 
There is a Norse rune of the same name, based on the *algiz original. 
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F is the new ‘o’-rune 6s, (the direct descendant of *ansuz) as the old 
‘o’-rune & changed its sound to ‘ce’. 


F ac ‘oak (tree)’ has the value ‘a’ in English as the old ‘a’-rune F took 
on the sound ‘ze’ due to changes in the language; the verse stanza 
shows different aspects of the tree in man’s service as provider of 
acorns and, once built, as a ship. 
occurs in both English and Frisian texts with the value ‘st’ and is 
called stan (stone). 


¥ is found as a runic ‘q’ although Old English had no particular need 
for such a character, hence this may be another development from 
manuscript practice. 

The later (mainly Northumbrian) forms are: 


k is called ior or iar but its exact meaning is unknown — it may be a 


development of the Nordic ‘j’-rune jar before it became 4r in 
recorded Norse texts. The OE verse refers to some sort of 
amphibious creature, possibly an otter, 


Id cale is a special modification of lL the English ‘c’-rune, itself 


modified from < and standing for a variant of ‘c’ before a front 
vowel. 


x gar denotes the variant of ‘g’ between back vowels. 
K denotes a variant of ‘k’ (name unknown) 


We can compare the OE rune row with the sounds actually used in the 
language (standard West Saxon variety), as we did for Germanic above. 


Continuants: fpdyxh 
Stops: ptcc 
bdgg 
Liquids: s{zrl 
Nasals: mny 


Semivowels: jw 
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Vowels: short axrxeiouye 
long axe1ouye 
(Diphthongs in Old English are very complex and not easily treated in a 


summary such as this.) 


The sound represented by ‘¢’ is a palatal variant of ‘c’ similar to the 
sound we spell ‘ch’ (e.g. “church’); ‘g’ represents a palatal ‘g’ similar to 
the sound we spell ‘j’ or ‘dg’ (e.g. ‘judge’); { is the sound spelt ‘sc’ in 
Old English and ‘sh’ in modern English (e.g. ‘ship’). 

As can be seen, the English runes fit this system quite well although 
the redundant rune 8 was not entirely abandoned; it still occurs in 
manuscript sources at least as an ideogram for ebe/ ‘homeland’. It is 
obvious, however, that ‘x’ and ‘q’ were not needed as the sounds could 
be represented by ‘cs’ and ‘cw’ respectively, as they usually were in 
manuscript orthography (@cs ‘an axe’, cwic ‘quick, alive’). 

As an example of English runes in use, we may take part of one panel 
from the front of the Franks casket, which bears the following text: 


AKITA BEY 


Figure 5 
Detail of the front panel of the Franks Casket. 


The runes read hronzesban which can be split into two OE words having 
the standard West Saxon spelling Arones ban ‘whale’s bone’ which is the 
material from which the casket is made. 


The Scandinavian Runic Tradition 
(see also the Norwegian and Icelandic Rune Poems pp. 58-62) 


The Norse runic tradition diverged from that of western Europe in that, 
instead of creating new runes to reflect new sounds, the Scandinavians 
actually reduced the number of signs to sixteen. There are two slightly 
different versions of the Scandinavian rune row (fupork), one in use in 
Denmark and the other in Norway and Sweden. 
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It is a curious fact that the Icelanders did more than any other nation 
to preserve the indigenous traditions of the north, including knowledge 
of runic practice, but Iceland has hardly a runic inscription to its name, 
save the very late material from the High Middle Ages. 

The Danish rune row, divided in its three @/tir, is set out below. It 
should be noted that, although the number of separate runes decreased, 
the sound system of the Norse languages went through a process of 
development so that an increased range of sounds had to be represented 
by a smaller character set. This strange contradiction makes the reading 
of northern inscriptions unnecessarily difficult and problematical: many 
runes have to represent several sounds each, so that interpreting a Norse 
text is a matter of fitting the possible sounds to the runes and seeing if a 
word emerges! Briefly, the vowels are represented only by ‘u’, ‘i’, ‘9’ 
(an ‘a’ pronounced nasally) and ‘a’; runes for sounds which may be 
pronounced with or without the voice may represent either value (T may 
be ‘t’ or ‘d’). As an example take these names from Harald Bluetooth’s 
runic monument at Jellinge (‘:’ represents the double-dot word separator 
used in many runic texts): 


transcription ‘normalized’ spelling English 

haraltr : kunukR Haraldr konungr Harold (the) king 
kurmfapbur Gorm fapur Gorm (his) father 
paurui : mubur : Porve mopur Thyra (his) mother 
nuruiak Norveg Norway 
tanmaurk Danmark Denmark 


A representative Danish fupork is as follows: 


=I > 3 = TT 
5 Ot —_ ov 
—_ 7 2» =e 0 


sows « 
at oll eS 
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The Swedish/Norwegian rune row is broadly similar, although the runes 
for ‘h’ and ‘m’ have been merged, as well as ‘b’ and ‘f’, while ‘s’ and 
‘R’ are reduced to a half-height stroke: 


P n R f 


- 
Q r k 
b $ 
\ 
l 


S 


— - —_— 


f u 
h n 
i Wilielile 
t b m R 

In the light of the multiple readings possible with the reduced system, the 
inadequacy of the sixteen rune sequence for normal communication 
purposes was soon evident, and the Norsemen consequently introduced 


the addition of a dot to the stem of the more ambiguous characters: 


re oe 
P32 T « 
BS BP 
i eA 


Runes persisted longer in use among the Scandinavians than elsewhere, 
and were carried by Vikings to Iceland and Greenland (and according to 
some, to North America also, though that is doubtful). Here is part of the 
most northerly runic inscription found so far, that from Kingiktorsoak, 
Greenland, dating from the early 1300’s: 


Figure 6 
First line of the inscription from Kingiktorsoak, Greenland. 
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Some idea of the difficulties faced by the runologist can be gained from an 
examination of this text, first as transliterated from the stone, then in 
expected Old Icelandic form: 


[the meaning of the first sign is unknown] 
el/likr.sikuabs.so/n:r.ok.bian/ne:tort/arson: 


(The notation ‘x/y’ means that both ‘x’ and ‘y’ appear on one stem as bind 
runes — see below.) This would appear in more normal Old Icelandic as 
“Erlingr Sighvatsson ok Bjarni bordarson” the names of two of the persons 
who set up the stone. At this stage in the language’s development, the 
sound written ‘R’ (the Norse development of Germanic ‘z’ written Y) has 
merged with the other ‘r’ sound (developed from Germanic ‘r’ R) since 
here R is used erroneously as a flexional ending. 

There are far more texts in Scandinavian runes than in either the 
Common Germanic or English ones, which has made Scandinavia the 
centre of runology worldwide, and the student of the subject will sooner or 
later come up against the need to familiarize himself with the Nordic 
material. Fortunately, the far-ranging Vikings erected runestones all over 
their world, from Russia to Ireland and even scratched a short text on the 
shoulder of the lion statue which used to stand in Piraeus harbour (it is now 
in Venice), recording the deeds of a fallen comrade. Nevertheless, it is not 
necessary to go to Scandinavia for this as there are Norse runes scattered 
across Britain from London to Orkney. 


Runes and Pseudo-runes 


Due to their angular character and their very limited resources for 
variation, runic texts are sometimes indistinguishable from random 
scratches produced by wear and tear on the surface of an object. This is 
especially so with portable items such as funerary urns and belt fittings. 
Many inscriptions, particularly the earlier ones, are lightly incised into the 
surface of the object and it is really very difficult, even when we believe a 
text to be present, to determine which scratches are intended to form the 
runes and which are due to chance or mistakes in cutting. A case in point is 
the inscription from the Gilton sword pommel: 
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lI eau 


Figure 7 
Runes from the Gilton, Kent sword pommel. 


It is apparent that these marks are too numerous and deliberate to be 
mere wear and tear, but interpreting them is no easy task especially as 
the upper edge of the inscription has been worn away. It seems safe to 
say that the character resembling a ‘3’ is a retrograde ‘s’-rune and that 
the marks after it are ‘i’, “g’, ‘i’ and ‘m’; if the next can be read as a rune 
for ‘z*‘, the next looks pretty much like an ‘r’ and the whole seven letters 
can be convincingly read as the personal name Sigemerr (earlier *Sigime 
r). The other runes are barely legible, however, and R. W. V. Elliott’s 
reading eicsigimernemde “eic sigimer nemde” (Sigimer named (the) 
sword) is a brave (and optimistic) attempt to resolve the puzzle. 

Equally, some angular decoration and symbols can be interpreted as 
runic even when there is no overriding reason to do so. It is therefore 
prudent to be cautious, and to consider all possibilities rather than seeing 
every lozenge-shaped motif as an invocation of the god Inguz! 

It is perhaps worth stressing that runes are most definitely not 
associated with any Celtic-speaking folk of antiquity, despite the fanciful 
Victorian invention of so-called ‘Celtic’ alphabets with more than a 
passing resemblance to the fupark, for example the Coelbren Y Beirdd. The 
inspiration for this fabrication was a kind of misplaced nationalist zeal 
which insisted that ‘anything the Sasnaig did must have been copied from 
the British, who had done it earlier and better’. In fact, the Celtic languages 
were first recorded in a variety of Mediterranean scripts and the first home- 
grown writing system seems to have been the Ogham of Ireland. 

Rune-like characters were used by a people of the Asian steppe of 
Turkic affinity, and by the speakers of early Hungarian, but no direct 
connection with the Germanic letters is to be sought. The fact that the 
systems were used for similar purposes on similar materials accounts for 
the angular character of both sets of signs. 
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The Uses of Runes 


What were runes used for? There are two answers to this question: namely 
(1) writing and (2) magic. Neither is wrong but nor is either the whole 
truth. The uses of runes from the earliest inscriptions suggest that their 
purpose was for writing short formulae of very specific types. As an 
example we could cite the very early text ‘makija marida ala’ from the 
sword-chape found in the bog at Vimose, Fyn, Denmark: it means ‘Alla 
decorated (the) sword’ and is reasonably interpreted as a maker’s mark of a 
type which occurs regularly wherever runes are used. Or we might look at 
the roughly contemporary clasp from Gardlosa, Skane, bearing the text 
‘ekunwodz’ which seems to be ‘I (am) Unw00z’. These short texts appear 
to be merely prosaic records for identification purposes. However, it is 
possible to look at the wording in a different light and read into it 
something a little more significant. In the first example, the verb ‘marida’ 
can mean both ‘decorated’ and ‘made famous or prestigious’, which could 
conceivably be a sort of written formula recording the charming of the 
sword in order that it serve its user well. In the second example, the word 
‘unwodz’ could be a personal name (or nickname) meaning ‘the peaceful’ 
but this is not a plausible name for a cloak-fastener. More likely is the use 
of this runic text to protect the wearer against mental anxiety or divine 
possession — ‘wodz’ is the battle-madness which affects berserks and also 
the ‘altered perceptual state’ experienced by the diviner, the seer and the 
poet. This quality was ascribed to a particular god whose name (Wodenaz, 
Woden or Odinn) is derived from it. The brooch thus acts as an amulet for 
the wearer against the spirits of possession. It is not difficult to see why 
runes are intertwined with magic and the control of supernatural forces 
when apparently innocuous inscriptions can be interpreted in such widely 
different ways. 

Wodenaz was the single god most closely connected with runes and 
their uses, and the Norse sources credit him not with their discovery or 
invention, but rather with having been ritually sacrificed rather like a 
shaman and while in the trance-like state, of having taken the runes from 
the branches of the world tree Yggdrasill. Interestingly, almost the only 
reference to Woden in Old English literature (the Nine Herbs Charm) has 
the god using ‘twigs of glory’ (wuldortanas) to slay the serpent which has 
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caused distress to the patient — a practice very reminiscent of the shamanic 
healer. Quite what this tradition should tell us about the origin of the script 
is hard to tell: that it is a gift to man from the gods? or that it is essentially 
part of the ‘otherworld’ entered by shamanic practices and should only be 
used by those initiated into those rites? Many of the early runic inscriptions 
are variants on the theme ‘ek erilaz’ which means ‘I (am) Erilaz’ and one 
may legitimately ask: what does this mean? what was an ‘Erilaz’ and why 
was the fact of being one worth recording? The name is conventionally 
associated with the tribe known to the Romans as the Heruli and to the Be 
owulf poet as the Eorlas; this derivation is not without its linguistic 
problems, and doesn’t advance the argument a great deal since the Heruli 
(properly Eruli) were a people on the fringe of Germanic history, 
principally remembered for having remedied the miseries of senility and 
sickness by murdering the old and infirm. Their name has been taken as 
equivalent to the OE eorl ‘hero’ and ON jar/ ‘leader, earl’ and more 
broadly as connected with words meaning ‘vigorous, great’ also found in 
the Germanic divine names ermanaz (applied to the sky-god 7iwaz) and 
Erce found in an OE charm for restoring health to the land (4cerbot). 
There is at least some prima faciae evidence to connect the assertion ‘ek 
erilaz’ with membership of a rune-using society or brotherhood of the kind 
suggested by the ritual aspects of the early inscriptions. 

Beyond this ‘interpretational’ reading of runic texts, there are an 
embarrassingly large number of inscriptions which consist of impossible 
verbal forms, such as the one on the Lindholm amulet from Skane: 


‘aaaaaaaazzznnn bmuttt: alu:’ 


which clearly isn’t meant to be read as an alphabetic transcription of 
anything spoken. In such cases, we have to shrug and say that we don’t 
actually know what this is supposed to mean. This doesn’t mean that 
‘magic’ is the only possible solution — and some people have been eager to 
find magic in runes wherever possible — but in the absence of a better 
working hypothesis it certainly seems to be the favourite. Like the 
archaeologists who cover their embarrassment at not being able to tell what 
an artefact is by giving it the blanket name ‘ritual object’, runologists have 
often been baffled by a text and declared it to be magical gibberish. There 
is, | think, a difference between ‘supernatural’ or ‘magic’ belief and the 
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ritual or cult words and signs we find recorded in runes at all periods. 
Viewed in this light, the eightfold repetition of ‘a’ becomes 
comprehensible — all runic practice seems to favour the numbers three and 
eight (there are 3 x 8 = 24 runes, for a start) and the ‘a’ rune F stands for 
the word **ansuz’, the generic name for any of the gods of the north. An 
eightfold invocation of the Germanic gods could be a powerful ritual tool. 
The thrice repeated ‘z’ rune Y stands for ‘*algiz’ meaning ‘defence, 
protection’, another word with obvious apotropaic qualities, while the 
triple ‘n’ * stands for ‘*naudiz’ or ‘need’; overall the intention seems to 
be an invocation of the divine powers for protection against dire straits. 
The significance of ‘bmw’ is unclear to me (‘birch-tree’ / ‘human being’ / 
‘aurochs’) but the threefold ‘t’ rune clearly marks an appeal to the god 
Tiwaz whose name is that of the rune. Finally, alu is a recognized 
protective formula of very frequent occurrence on runic objects. 

Pausing here for a moment, it is worth noting that ‘a/u’ is an unusual 
and powerful word — I have suggested elsewhere (see below, pp.75f.) a 
link with the rune ‘*algiz’ meaning ‘protection’ and also, more distantly, 
with the word ‘ale’ (the drink) and ultimately with that ‘otherness’ 
experienced under the effect of ale, the ‘hallucination’, which is also 
related to the ancient root of these words. But ‘a/u’ was not an everyday 
word, as far as we can tell, and its use here may go back to very ancient 
and long-lived practice. I have detected it on an early cremation urn found 
here in England, and dating from the fifth century AD. A sceptic might 
argue that a Germanic formula like ‘a/v’ wouldn’t mean anything to an 
Anglian settler in Britain because the Anglian (i.e. English) language had 
changed quite a lot between the time of these very early inscriptions and 
the Anglian migration. This is actually not a weakness but rather a strength 
of my argument, since amulets — if they are to inspire confidence — should 
be associated with things which are removed from the world of everyday 
experience. It makes them special, gives them religious or magical power, 
and sets them apart. Anyone who doubts this attraction of ritual, traditional 
and archaic language should look at current attitudes to sacred texts, 
whereby Roman Catholics retain their holy writings in Latin and Jews 
theirs in Hebrew; even many reformist Protestant sects prefer the King 
James Authorized Version of the Bible, which hardly reflects current 
linguistic usage. Furthermore, if an amulet is charged with the power of its 
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runic inscription, then it becomes a tool for making things happen (if you 
want them to) or stopping them from happening (if you don’t) — both ideas 
associated with Wodenaz in his role as a personification of ‘wish’, later 
called by the Norsemen Vili or ‘Will’ and considered to be a brother (or 
hypostasis) of Odinn. 


@ 


How did the ancients use the script, then? This is a difficult question to 
answer, partly because we have no reliable outside eye-witness accounts of 
Germanic runemasters in action, and partly because what we deduce from 
the existing texts and descriptions is very much coloured by what we want 
to find there — the example of ‘ekunwodz’ above is a case in point. Tacitus, 
the Roman writer of the Ist century AD, describes the Germanic practice 
of consulting the omens, by scratching signs on twigs cut from a fruit- 
bearing tree and throwing them onto a white cloth, whence the officiant 
took three at random and drew his conclusions from the signs chosen. Now 
the text does not say that the signs used were runes, but it doesn’t say they 
weren’t either; therefore, those who wish to see runic sortilege in this 
passage are free to do so, citing as supporting evidence the previously 
mentioned wuldortanas ‘glory-twigs’ with which Woden the rune- 
wielding god strikes in the Nine Herbs Charm. 

To get a glimpse of runes in their natural habitat we have to wait a few 
centuries and move west a few hundred miles, to Britain in the time of Bede 
(i.e. the late 600s and early 700s). Bede tells the story of an Anglian 
nobleman called Imma who rode to war and had the misfortune to be 
captured by the enemy, who decided to sell him as a slave. Meanwhile, 
Imma’s kinsman, a clergyman, believed him dead and began praying for his 
soul. Held bound awaiting transport to the slave-markets of London, Imma 
amazed his captors when his bonds fell from him — which Bede the devout 
Christian ascribed to the power of the prayers being said in his name. His 
captors, ignorant heathens that they were (implies Bede), wondered greatly 
at this and asked him if he knew loosening spells and had the runes written 
down about him. This episode is interesting in two ways: (1) because it 
shows that belief in the power of runes was credible behaviour, at least for 
heathens; and (2) because it links runes with the power to unbind. One of 
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the more frightening aspects of the god Woden/Odinn was his power to 
‘bind’ his foes with what the Norse called the herfjottur or ‘army-fetter’, a 
kind of desperate mental paralysis which could overcome even the mightiest 
in the thick of battle and render them unable either to defend themselves or 
even run away. (The prime meaning of the word *ansuz ‘Germanic god’ is 
possibly ‘binder’, according to some experts.) If this binding power could 
be harnessed by mortal magicians, then the prudent warrior would have 
amulets to protect himself from it, the “loosening runes” which Imma’s 
captors believed him to have concealed about him. 


Old English literature has more to say about runes, though sometimes 
the most revealing aspects are the most casual. Vocabulary is one area 
where the language occasionally drops its guard and shows runes in their 
natural state. Consider the following: 


literal translation normal translation 


geruna with — rune-r counsellor, confidant 

rincofa rune-chest chamber of secrets, innermost thoughts 
rincreftig —_ rune-skilled skilled in mysteries, the occult 

riinere rune-r whisperer, tale-bearer 

riunian to rune to whisper, murmur, tell secrets 

riinlic rune-like mystical, occult 

riinsteef rune-staff runic character 

rinwita rune-knower counsellor, adviser 


This last seems to me to be one of the most telling items — a ‘rune-knower’ 
is a counsellor or adviser, suggesting that possibly every chieftain had 
amongst his ministers an appointed official whose business it was to “know 
runes’, to be able to use and interpret them. Similarly, the first word, ‘one 
who exchanges runes’ suggests either a sinister co-conspirator in some 
secret or, perhaps more optimistically, a kind of secretary sending state- 
secret messages, although whether by runic characters or by whispered 
instruction to the messenger is unclear. The poem Beowulf shows us the 
Danish champion Unferp, the king’s favourite who has been overshadowed 
by Beowulf and wants to cut him down to size with hostile speech; the poet 
says that he beaduriin onband ‘unbound a battle-rune’ i.e. began to act in a 
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hostile manner, which suggests that declarations of hostilities were formally 
conveyed by a runic text, the uncovering of which signalled that peaceful 
relations should henceforth cease. Another text mentions sittan sundor et ru 
ne ‘to sit apart at runes’ which could either be writing a runic message or 
huddling together, whispering. One possibility is that wooden batons were 
carved with texts and used to send messages like modern letters, since 
certain riddles and at least one longer Old English poem depend on the 
literary device of the runic messages passed on in this way (The Husband's 
Message). Old Norse literature also mentions these artefacts, and the 
excavations under mediaeval Bergen in Norway actually brought a few to 
light; some were traders’ tokens or ownership tags, though others bore 
simple messages. This prosaic, homely and unremarkable use of runes as a 
practical medium of communication argues for a widespread runic literacy 
in the north, as do some of the runic riddles in the Old English Exeter Book. 


The Norsemen also knew various types of rune which could act as a 
charm and bring luck or ward off evil. In the Havamdl (Words of the High 
One) the god Odinn, enumerating his many skills, says: 


Pat kann ek it tolpta A twelfth one (spell) | know 
Efek sé atréuppi \f 1 see upon a tree 
vafa virgilnd acorpse dangling 
svd ek rist ok irunom fak — so | cut and colour in runes 
at sa gengr gumi _ so that that man walks 
ok melir vid mik and talks with me. 


What kind of runes these were he doesn’t say, but other texts refer to 
victory-runes, ale-runes, birth-runes, surf-runes, health-runes, speech- 
runes, thought-runes, fertility-runes, love-runes, battle-runes, and 
weather-runes. Truly, all human life is here, and there were seemingly 
runes for every occasion. The ‘ale-runes’ may actually be the inscription 
‘alu’ discussed earlier, while the ‘victory-runes’ could contain the rune 
‘tiw’ named for the god of warfare. The efficacy of the charm was 
increased (or the latent power unleashed?) by ‘colouring’ the runes with 
blood — the spell above says i rtmom fak ‘1 colour in runes’ where ‘colour’ 
may refer to the god’s blood or that of a sacrifice. Traces of bright pigment 
have been found on Scandinavian runestones, including the small 
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memorial stone discovered in the churchyard of St. Paul’s in London. 
Painting would have helped the text to stand out from its background as 
well as lending to the overall effect of the monument. 


As a kind of postscript to the heathen Germanic runic lore, there are the 
manuscript runes of the later period, merging into the High Middle Ages. 
When the English came to record their own speech, they adapted the Latin 
alphabet to their needs but found it wanting in that there were sounds in 
English for which no Latin character was available. After experimenting 
with combinations of letters, someone somewhere had the idea of using the 
runic form corresponding to the sounds to be represented. The main 
problems were with the dental fricatives (‘th’ as in ‘these’ and ‘thesis’), 
which were thus written with the thorn rune P modified for the bookhand 
as p; similarly, the wen rune P was used for ‘w’. (Incidentally, with the 
introduction of printing, the thorn character was remodelled as a ‘y’ so that 
the word ‘the’ (be) appeared to be spelt ‘ye’ — hence such eccentricities as 
‘ye olde tea shoppe’.) Not content with this, Anglo-Saxon scribes 
occasionally used runes to stand for words, as in Waldere where ealdne R 
‘ancient homeland’ is written with the epe/ rune acting as an ideogram. 

In the Middle Ages, elaborate seriffed runes were used in manuscripts 
in England, Germany and Iceland with forms such as: 


VXNPFRKAXP 


Many of the riddles in the Exeter Book have runic clues embedded in their 
texts, e.g. number 19 


ic on pipe peah aR ig N I saw on a journey SROH 
where the runes spell in reverse the word hors ‘a horse’. Indeed, the 
English Rune Poem has a decidedly riddling quality in some verses, for 


example where dc is described as both the living tree and the ship made 
from the wood of that tree. 
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RPHATE RRR BISM NB Be 
MT PR MPIDAMIP Bt 
BMT PELMAMBMBIERIA 
ARIPSITMTBARBRT MPS 
MEXRATIAGEDRAMK EE 
MREMMIRFDYMMPA + 


MXBINFNMtNRA 
FIVPIKVNYDIFAE 
RVUADBRNIMSNM MI 
RDEENFEMANEBRM 
NEIREFF FAB 


Figure 8 
Runes from a MS. at Freisingen, No. iv 6 
and the BL Harley MS. 1772 f.6v. 
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Bind Runes and Runic Cryptography 


Two particular aspects of runic practice worth mentioning are bind runes 
and the various cryptographic systems used in both England and 
Scandinavia. Bind runes are groups of characters written in such a way 
that they form a single sign: examples of such would be the group ‘dd’ 
on an English grave stone, written as b<>4, the combination ‘ga on 
some early Scandinavian finds and the character 4 ‘on’ from a 
Greenland Viking inscription. (see page 32, fig.6) One Frisian example 
is of a doubled ‘st’-rune with the form [[]. Some of the specifically 
English rune shapes are formed in this way: due to linguistic changes, 
many of the vowels of Old English were pronounced higher and further 
forward in the mouth due to the influence of the sound i and the runes 
themselves re-modelled as shown above. 


The various systems in runic cryptography are based on the 
traditional division of the rune-row into three sets of eight runes each; 
using simple numerical indicators the writer can point to the set 
(called in Old Icelandic an @ft) and the position of the character 


” within its set to identify it; for example the numbers 1:3 show the first 


ett, third rune which is P (born). There are various ways of indicating 
the position, among the commonest are ‘ice runes’ e.g. \;\| | (3:2 = B) 
‘twig runes’ e.g. T (1:1 =F) and Aahalrinar (pot-hook runes) e.g. + 
(2:1 =N ). But with the introduction of these secret writing systems the 
vigour seems to have gone out of the script, which degenerated to an 
academic’s plaything found mainly in manuscripts and monasteries. 
Quite complex systems were devised to disguise the crypto-runes, for 
example the number of spines on the back and belly of drawings of 
fish, or the whiskers in the beards of a series of stylized faces. The 
twig rune system was used to some extent in England, however, on 
monumental stonework, the extended fuporc meant that four @/tir were 
needed. Even though the principle of the system is understood, there 
are still twig rune texts which have not so far been ‘cracked’ — partly 
due to the poor state of preservation, and partly to the way the 
encryption has been handled. Even on some fully legible texts the 
results of attempted decipherment are meaningless, which suggests that 
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measure, perhaps counting from some point other than the left end of 
the row, or numbering the runes non-consecutively, or something 


equally devious. 
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1. The Old English Rune Poem 


The Old English Rune Poem is recorded in George Hickes’s Linguarum 
Veterum Septentrionalium Thesaurus, (thesaurus of the languages of the 
old north), a printed book of 1705; whatever manuscript original Hickes 
was working from has not survived. The rune names appear to have been 
added later to an existing poem in which only the characters were given, 
and some at least are south-eastern dialect forms (e.g. wen for West 
Saxon wynn). Although it is difficult to make assumptions from a printed 
copy, the regularity of the verse suggests either an early date for the 
poem (e.g. ninth century) or a deliberately old-fashioned poem of 
somewhat later date. 


feoh byp frofur fira gehwylcum 
sceal deah manna gehwyle miclun hyt dzlan 
gif he wile for drihtne domes hleotan 


wealth is a comfort to any man / yet each person 
must share it out well / if he wants to win 
a good name before his lord 
ur byb anmod and oferhyrned 
felafrecne déor feohteb mid hornum 
mézre morstapa beet is mOdig wuht 


aurochs is fierce and high-horned / the courageous 


beast fights with its horns / a well-known moor-treader, 
it is a brave creature 
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dorn byp dearle scearp degna gehwylcum 
anfengys yfel ungemetum repe 
manna gehwylcum 6e him mid rested 


thorn is painfully sharp to any warrior / seizing it 
is bad, excessively severe / for any person 
who lays among them 


Os byp ordfruma zlcre sprace 
wisdomes wrabu and witena frofur 
and eorla gehwam eadnys and to hiht 


god is the origin of all language / wisdom’s foundation 
and wise man’s comfort / and to every 
hero blessing and hope 
rad byp on recyde rinca gehwylcum 
sefte and swibhweet dam de sitteb onufan 
méare megenheardum ofer milpabas 


riding is for every man in the hall / easy, 
and strenuous for him who sits upon / a powerful 
horse along the long paths 
cen byp cwicera gehwam cub on fyre 
blac and beorhtlic; byrnep oftust 
der hi zpelingas inne restap 


torch is known to each living being by fire 
radiant and bright, it usually burns 
where nobles rest indoors 


gyfu gumena byp gleng and herenys 
wrabu and wyrpscipe and wrecna gehwam 
ar and ztwist de byp obra leas 


gift is an honour and grace of men /a support 
and adornment, and for any exile / mercy 
and sustenance when he has no other 
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wyn ne bruicep de can weana lyt 
sares and sorge and him sylfa hefp 
blad and blysse and €ac byrga geniht 


happiness he cannot enjoy who knows 
little woe / pain and sorrow, and has for himself / 
wealth and joy, and sufficient protection too 


hagl byp hwitust corna hwyrft hit of heofenes lyfte 
wealcab hit windes sctira weorbep hit toweetere syddan 


hail is whitest of corn, from heaven's height 
it whirls, / winds blow it, it 
becomes water after 


nyd byp nearu on bréostan weorbep hi deah oft niba bearnum 
to helpe and to h&le gehwepre gif hi his hlystab eror 


need is hard on the heart, yet for men’s sons 
it often becomes / a help and healing 
if they heed it before 


is byp oferceald ungemetum slidor 
glisnab gleshluttur gimmum gelicust 
flor forste geworuht feeger ansyne 


ice is too cold and extremely slippery / glass-clear 
it glistens most like gems / a floor 
made of frost, fair in appearance 


ger byb gumena hiht don god letep 
halig heofenes cyning hrusan syllan 
beorhte bléda beornum and dearfum 


harvest is men’s hope when god allows / 
-holy king of heaven — the earth 
to give up / fair fruits to warriors and to wretches 
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éoh byp utan unsmepe treow 
heard hrusan feest hyrde fyres 
wyrtrumun underwrepyd wynan on eple 


yew is an unsmooth tree outside / hard, 
earthfast, fire’s keeper, / underpinned 
with roots, a joy in the homeland 


peord byp symble plega and hlehter 
wlancum ..... dar wigan sittap 
on béorsele blipe ztsomne 


gaming is always play and laughter / 
to proud men...where warriors sit / in the beerhall 
happily together 
eolhx secg eard hefb oftust on fenne 
wexed on wature wundab grimme 
blode brened beorna gehwylcne 
de him &nigne onfeng geded 


elk-grass most often dwells in a fen, / grows in water, 
harshly wounds / marks with blood 
any warrior / who tries to take it 


sigel seémannum symble bip on hihte 
donn hi hine feriap ofer fisces beb 
op hi brimhengest bringeb to lande 


sun to seamen is always a hope / when they travel 
over the fish’s bath / until the sea-steed 
brings them to land 


tir bip tacna sum healded trywa wel 
wib zbelingas a bib on ferylde 
ofer nihta genipu nzfre swiceb 


Tiw is one of the signs, holds faith well / 


with noblemen, on a journey 
is always / above night’s gloom, never fails 
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beorce byp bleda leas berep efne swa deah 
tanas buton tudder bib on telgum wlitig 
heah on helme hrysted fegere 

geloden leafum lyfte getenge 


birch is fruitless, yet bears / shoots without seeds, 
is pretty in its branches / high in its spread, 

Jair adorned / laden with leaves, 

touching the sky 


eh byp for eorlum zbelinga wyn 

hors hofum wlanc dzr him helepas ymb 
welege on wicgum wrixlap spra&ce 

and bib unstyllum zfre frofur 


steed is noblemen’s joy before heroes, / a hoof-proud horse, 
where about it warriors / rich in stallions 

exchange words / and is always 

a comfort to the restless 


man byp on myrgbe his magan leof 
sceal peah anra gehwylc Odrum swican 
for dam dryhten wyle dome sine 

pzet earme flzsc eorpan betzcan 


man is dear to his kinsmen in mirth / yet each one 
must fail the others / since by his judgement 

the lord wishes / to commit 

the poor flesh to earth 


lagu byp leodum langsum gepuht 
gif hi sculun nebun on nacan tealtum 
and hi seypa swype bregap 
and se brimhengest bridles ne gymed 
water is seemingly endless to men / if they must fare 
on a tilting ship / and sea-waves 
Jrighten them mightily / and the sea-steed 
does not heed the bridle 
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Ing wes zrest mid east denum 
gesewen secgun op he siddan ést 
ofer weg gewat ween efter ran 
dus heardingas done hzle nemdun 


Ing was first among the East Danes / seen 
by men until he later eastwards / went 
across the waves, the waggon sped behind, / 
thus the hard men named the hero 


ebel byp oferleof eghwylcum men 
gif he mot dzr rihtes and gerysena on 
brucan on bolde bleadum oftast 


homeland is very dear to every man / 
if there rightfully and with propriety 
he may / enjoy wealth in his dwelling generally 


deg byp drihtnes sond deore mannum 
mzre metodes leoht myrgp and tohiht 
eadgum and earmum eallum brice 


day is the Lord’s sending, dear to men, / god’s splendid light, 
Joy and hope / to the blessed and the wretched, a benefit to all 


ac byp on eorpan elda bearnum 
flzsces fodor fereb gelome 

ofer ganotes beep garsecg fandab 
hweeper ac heebbe zbele treowe 


oak is for the sons of men on earth / a feeder 
of flesh, often travels / over gannet’s bath, 
the ocean tests / whether the oak keeps good faith 


esc bib oferheah eldum dyre 
stip on stapule stede rihte hylt 
deah him feohtan on firas monige 


ash is very tall, dear to men, / strong in foundation, 
holds its place properly / though 
many men fight against it 
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yr byp zbelinga and eorla gehwes 
wyn and wyrpmynd byp on wicge feger 
| feetlic on feerelde fyrdgeatewa sum 


yew bow for every noble and warrior is / a joy 
and adornment, is fair on a steed / a trusty piece 
of wargear on a journey 


iar byp eafixa and deah a brucep 
fodres on foldan hafap feegerne eard 
weetre beworpen dzr he wynnum leofap 


beaver is a riverfish yet it always enjoys / food 
on land, has a fine dwelling / surrounded by water 
where it lives happily 


donn festlice flzsc onginnep 
hraw colian hrusan céosan 

blac to gebeddan bleda gedréosab 
wynna gewitab wera geswicapb 


' ear byp egle eorla gehwylcun 


grave is frightful to every warrior / when the flesh 
begins inexorably -the corpse- to cool, 

to embrace the earth, / the dark as its companion; 
fruits fall away, / joys pass away, promises fail 


2. The Abecedarium Nordmannicum. 


This poem (based, like the two which follow, on the edition by Maureen 
Halsall) occurs in a ninth century manuscript of Hrabanus Maurus; its 
purpose is unclear and its diverse origin is betrayed by the fact that the 
runes and their names are Scandinavian (probably Danish) while the poem 
containing them is written in a peculiar dialect showing characteristics of 
Low German, High German and possibly Jutland Danish as well. 
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(feu) forman (wealth) first 


(ur) after (aurochs) after 


(thuris) thritten stabu (giant) the third stave 


(os) is themo oboro (god) is over it 


(rat) endos uuritan write (riding) at the end 
(chaon) thanne cliuot 
(hagal) } (naut) habet 


(is), t (ar) endi h (sol) 


then (ulcer) separates 
(hail) has (need) 
(ice), (season) & (sun) 


(tiu), B (brica) endi, t (man) (Tiw), (birch) & (man) amid [them] 


midi 
(lago) the leohto 
(yr) al bihabet 


the bright (water) 


~—- 7 3A SF Se Vr TIVITY 


(yew) closes all. 


3. The Norwegian Rune Poem 


This poem dates from the late twelfth century; the original manuscript is 
now lost. Each line begins with a statement about the rune name, 
followed by a more or less intelligible gnomic statement often with no 
obvious link in sense to the first half-line. 


4 (fé) veeldr freenda rége; 
fodesk ulfr i skoge 


(wealth) causes kinsmen’s strife; 
the wolf feeds 
itself in the wood 


(slag) is from bad iron; 
the reindeer often runs 
over frozen snow 


n (ur) er af illu jarne; 
opt loypr reinn a hjarne 


(purs) veeldr kvenna (giant) causes women’s sickness; 
P kvillu; katr veerOr far af Jew are glad 
illu at bad luck 
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(Oss) er flestra feerda for 
en skalpr er sveerda 


(reid) kveeda rossom 
vesta; Reginn sl6 svzrdet 
beezta 


(kaun) er barna bolvan; 
bol gorver nan folvan 


(hagall) er kaldastr korna; 
Kristr sk6p heimenn forna 


(naudr) gerer neppa koste; 
noktan keelr i froste 


(is) kollum bru braida; 
blindan barf at leida 


(ar) er gumna gdde; get ek 
at orr var Frode 


(sol) er landa lj6me; luti 
ek helgum dome 


(Tyr) er zinendr asa; opt 
veror smiOr at blasa 


(bjarkan) er laufgréonstr 
lima; Loki bar fleerda tima 


(maor) er moldar auki; 
mikil er greip 4 hauki 


~ Wo -¢-¢-- &F ar- *~ ZW 
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(estuary) is the way 


of most farings but of swords [it 


is] the scabbard 

(riding) they say [is] worst 
for horses; Regin forged 
the best sword 

(ulcer) is the bane 

of children; death makes 

a corpse livid 

(hail) is coldest of corns; 
Christ shaped 

the original heavens 

(need) makes for little choice; 
a naked [man] chills 

in the frost 

(ice) we call a broad bridge; 


a blind man needs 

to be led 

(harvest) is men’s bounty; 
I hear that Frodi 

was generous 

(sun) is the light of lands; 
I bow to holy judgement 


(Ty) is the one-handed god; 
the smith is often 

[busy with] blowing 

(birch) is the leaf-greenest 
of branches; Loki had luck 
in deceit 

(man) is earth’s increase; 
the hawk’s grasp 

is great 
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(logr) er, er feellr Or fjalle (water) is that which as a stream 

r foss, en gull ero nosser falls from a hillside; 
but trinkets are golden 

(yr) er vetrgrénstr vida; (vew) is the winter-greenest 

74 vant er, er brennr, at svida of woods; burning, 


it is wont to singe 


4. The Icelandic Rune Poem 


Evidently based on an original in which some at least of the first half- 
lines were identical with the Norwegian example given above, the later 
Icelandic poem has been adapted to assist the aspiring skald by giving 
alternative poetic phrases for the runic head-words. The original 
manuscript also gives Latin glosses (fé is glossed arum ‘gold’) and 
examples of Norse words for ‘nobleman, leader’ alliterating with the 
runes’ name e.g. fvikir, visi, bengill, oddviti, reesir, etc. 


(fé) er fraenda rog ok flaedar viti (wealth) is kinsmen’s strife 
ok grafseids gata and sea’s flame 

and serpent’s way 

(ur) er skyja gratr ok skara (drizzle) is cloud’s weeping 
pverrir ok hirdis hatr and harvest’s undoing 

and herdsman’s [object of] hatred 

(purs) er kvenna kv6l ok kletta (giant) is women’s sickness 
bui ok vardrunar verr and a dweller on cliffs 

and husband of [the giantess] 

Vardrun 

(Oss) er aldingautr ok asgards (god) is the originater of old 
jOfurr ok valhallar visi and Asgard’s lord 
and Valhalla’s leader 

(rei) er sitjandi szela ok snudig (riding) is a rider’s happiness 
ferd ok jors erfidi and a swift passage 


and a horse’s hardship 
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(kaun) er barna bél ok bardaga (ulcer) is bane of children 
for ok holdftia his and a sore spot 

and a place of putrefaction 

(hagall) er kaldakorn ok (hail) is cold corn 
krapadrifa ok snaka sott and driving sleet 

and snake's sickness 

(naud) er byjar pra ok bungr (need) is a bondswoman’s hardship 
kostr ok vassamlig verk and hard circumstances 

and laborious work 

(iss) er arbérkr ok unnar pak ok (ice) is a river’s bark 
feigra manna far and a wave’s thatch 

and doomed men’s undoing 

(ar) er gumna g6di ok gott (harvest) is men’s bounty 
sumar ok algréinn akr and a good summer 

and a ripened field of crops 

(sol) er skyja skj6ldr ok (sun) is the clouds’ shield 
skinandi rédull ok isa and a blazing ray 
aldrtregi and ice ’s destroyer 
(Tyr) er einhendr ass ok ulfs (Ty) is a one-handed god 
leifar ok hofa hilmir and [the] wolf’s leavings 


and temples’ protector 
(bjarkan) er laugat lim ok litit (birch) is a leaf-bearing branch and a 


tré ok ungsamligr vidr slender tree 

and a youthful wood 

(madr) er manns gaman ok (man) is man’s delight 
moldar auki ok skipa and earth’s increase 
skreytir and ships’ adorner 
(légr) er vellanda vatn ok vidr (water) is a welling stream 
ketill ok glémmunga grund and a wide gush 

and fishes’ seabed 

(yr) er bendr bogi ok brotgjarnt (yew) is a bent bow 
jarn ok fifu farbauti and a brittle tool 


and arrow’s lightning 
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three 


Seven Old English 
Runic Verses 


1. The Runic Signatures of Cynewulf 


The Anglo-Saxon poet Cynewulf is almost unique in the English Christian 
poetic tradition in that he actually put his name to his verses, although he 
did this in a most ingenious way. Old English poetry featured alliteration 
as well as metrical patterning, and this poet manipulated his verse to 
include the words (which were the rune-names) necessary to spell his 
name, i.e. cen, yr, nyd, etc. Lest any reader should miss the point, the 
words themselves do not appear in the text, but only the runes. 

Cynewulf’s purpose may have been to ensure that his name would be 
remembered after his death, so that later generations would pray for his 
soul. In any event, he succeeded in keeping his name before the public in 
as much as there has in modern times been much scholarly debate as to 
whether he could have written any of the other OE poems not bearing his 
signature: at one time he was credited with many other works, but better 
critical techniques have shown that those four poems directly attributable 
to him from the signatures form a cohesive group and have certain 
common stylistic features. In The Fates of the Apostles, Cynewulf 
playfully challenges the sharp-minded reader to crack the code. 

The titles of the poems are the standard modern ones — no OE poems 
are known to have had contemporary titles — and they appear in two 
separate manuscripts. 
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(a) The Fates of the Apostles 
Lines 96—106. Vercelli Book, folio 54 recto. 


Her meg findan forebances gleaw 

se de hine lysted leodgiddunga 

hwa pas fitte fegde -/ br on ende standep 
eorlas bzs on eordan brucab ne moton hie awa etsomne 
woruldwunigende -f sceal gedréosan 

Te on dle efter tohréosan 

lene lices fraetewa efne swa ‘T° toglided, 
bonne “hr ond ‘Hy’ creftes néotad 

nihtes nearowe on him ‘+: liged 

cyninges beodom. Nu 6u cunnan miht 

hwa on bam wordum wes werum oncydig 


Here the man wise in deliberation may find 

~— he to whom songs are pleasurable — 

who made these verses: F (wealth) stands there at the end 
— heroes enjoy that on earth, but they cannot always do so together 
living in the world. W(pleasure) must fall away, 

U(our [things]) in the homeland afterwards fall apart, 

the body’s passing trappings, just as L(water) flows away. 
Then C(torch) and Y(bow) use their skill 

in the night’s dangers — on them N(need) lies, 

the king’s service. Now you can tell 

who was made known to men in these words 


(b) Elene 


Lines 1256 —71. Vercelli Book, folio 133 recto. 


1. Wes secg 0ddzt 

cnyssed cearwelmum ‘hr driisende 
beah he on medohealle madmas bege 
eplede gold. *Hi> gnornode 

‘++ geféra nearusorge dréah 

enge rune bar him ‘N° fore 
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milpadas met modig pragde 
wirum gewlenced. ‘ is geswidrad 
gomen efter gearum geogod is gecyrred 
ald onmédla ‘])* wees geara 
geogodhades glam. Nu synt geardagas 
efter fyrstmearce ford gewitene 
lifwynne geliden swa ‘T+ toglided 
flodas gefysde - #ghwam bid 
lene under lyfte landes fratwe 
gewitab under wolcnum winde gelicost 
... Until then man was 
buffeted by care-waves, a C(torch) failing, 
though in the meadhall he might receive treasures, 
apple-red gold. Y(bow) mourned, 
Nhardship’s) companion, underwent dire sorrow, 
the constraining rune, where before him a E(horse) 
travelled the long paths — the proud one sped 
adorned with filigree. W(pleasure) has fallen away, 
— play — after years, youth has gone by, 
pride of former times. U(ours) was previously 
youth’s splendour. Now the old days are 
passed away after the due time, 
life-joys sailed off just as L(water) flows away 
driven by tides. F(chattels) shall be for all men 
fleeting beneath heaven; earth’s trappings 
pass away under clouds, most like the wind 


(c) Christ ii 


Lines 793-807. The Exeter Book, folio 19 verso 
...lc paes brogan sceal 

geseon synwrece pees pe ic sod talge 

pr monig beod on gemot laded 

fore onsyne éces deman. 

bonne *h* cwacad_ gehyred cyning medlan 
rodera ryhtend sprecan rébe word 

pam pe him zr in worulde wace hyrdon 
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bendan “fi: ond ++ past meahtan 
frofre findan. bér sceal forht monig 
on bam wongstede werig bidan 
hweet him efter d@dum déman wille 
wrapra wita. Bip se  scaecen 
eorpan fratwa. ‘T+ wes longe 

‘T+ flddum bilocen  lifwynna dal 

‘F on foldan. 


... Of that terror I must 

see sin’s punishment, as I tell it true, 

where many shall be led to a gathering 

before the eternal judge. 

Then C(torch) shall shudder, shall hear the king speak 
~ heaven's ruler — say stern words 

to those who previously obeyed him little in the world 
while Y(bow) and N(hardship) could most easily 

find comfort. Afraid, many must there 

in that plain await wearily 

what, for their deeds, he will ajudge them 

of harsh punishments. The W(pleasure) will be gone 
from earth’s trappings. U(our[things]) for a long time were 
cut off by L(water)-floods, a share of life-pleasures, 

F (chattels) in the world 


(d) Juliana 


Lines 703 — 9. Exeter Book, folio 76 recto 
... Geomor hweorfed 

*h*FA: ond ++ Cyning bip répe 

sigora syllend bonne synnum fah 

‘MF ond “Tr acle bidad 

hweet efter dzdum deman wille 

lifes to leane. *T+¥ beofad 

seomad sorgcearig. 
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...dn sadness leave 

C(torch) Y(bow) and N(hardship). The king shall be stern 
— the giver of victories — when, stained with sins, 
E¢horse) W(pleasure) and U(our [men]) fearfully await 
what he will ajudge them for their deeds, 

as reward for life. LF (flood-bound wealth) trembles, 
sways with sorrow 


2. Solomon and Saturn 


This poem exists in two versions, Corpus Christi College, Cambridge 
MS 422 (known as MS.A) and MS 41 (known as MS.B). The runes, 
which start at line 89, are found only in MS.A, in addition to the Roman 
characters, in The First Dialogue of Soloman and Saturn. The whole 
poem is a kind of verse tour of the more arcane regions of Anglo-Saxon 
experience — bringing in Libia and Greece and the history of India, all 
with strong biblical or Christian interpretations — set in the form of a 
challenge dialogue between two competitive wisdom-figures, Saternus 
(classical pagan) and Saloman (Judaeo-Christian). Saternus refers to se 
gepalmtwigoda Pater Noster “the palm-twigged Pater Noster” (line 12) 
and Saloman goes on to set out the virtues of the various characters 
which spell it, whereby these act as friendly warriors who mete out 
painful punishment to the ‘foe’ i.e. Satan.. 

The poem has little to do with ‘mainstream’ runelore, but does 
provide an interesting sidelight on the later uses of runes. Contrary to 
popular belief, runes had no associations with heathen idolatry in the 
later English Christian mind, and far more runic texts survive in 
Christian contexts than in pagan ones: the large carved crosses from 
Ruthwell and Bewcastle; pillow-stones from monasteries such as 
Hartlepool; the mixed biblical, Roman and Germanic narratives on the 
Franks Casket. 


Lines 91 — 107 


And se de wile geornlice done godes cwide 
singan sodlice and hine siemle wile 
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lufian bitan leahtrum he meg done ladan gest 
feohtende feond fleonde gebrengan 
gif du him erest on ufan ierne gebrengest 
prologa prima 6am is E.P. nama. 
Hafad gudmecga gierde lange 
gyldene gade and a done grymman feond 
swidmod sweopad and him on swade fylged 
FLA. ofermegene and him éac ofslihd. 
.t.T. hine teswad and hine on 6a tungan sticad 
wrested him det woddor and him 6a wongan brieced. 
M.E. hiene yflad_ swa he a wile 
ealra feonda gehwane feste gestondan. 
Donne hiene on undanc R.R. ieorrenga geséced 
bocstafa brego bregded sona 
feond be 6am feaxe lézted flint brecan 
scines sconcan..... 
And he who eagerly wishes the speech of God 
to sing accurately, and wishes for ever 
to love him without deceit, the loathly spirit 
the fighting foe — he can bring to flight 
if you first bring from above him 
the ‘prologa prima’ for which P is the name. 
The warrior has a long rod, 
a golden goad, and ever the grim enemy 
he severely strikes, while on his track follows 
A with great strength, and also strikes him down. 
T hurts him and stabs him in the tongue, 
twists his throat and crushes his cheeks. 
E does him harm, as it always means 
to stand firm against any foe. 
Then against his will R seeks him out angrily, 
champion of letters, it soon grasps 
the fiend by his hair, makes flints break 
the demon’s legs ... 
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Lines 117 — 19 

Donne .4.S. cymed engla ger&swa 

wuldores staf wradne gegriped 

feond be dam fotum ... 
Then S comes, the chief of angels, 
the staff of glory, wrathfully grabs 


the foe by the feet... 
Lines 124 — 42 


Swilce hiene .J.Q. and .N.V. cwealme gehneged 
frome folctogan farad him togégnes 
habbaé leoht speru_ lange sceaftas 
swidmode sweopan swenga ne wyrnad 
deorra dynta him bid dzt deofol lad. 
Donne hine I and .L. and se yrra .\.C. 
gude begyrdad geap stef wiged 
biterne brogan _bigad sona 
helle heftling Ozt hé on hinder gx6. 
Donne hiene .F.F. and .4.M. titan ymboringad 
scyldigne scéadan habbad scearp speru 
atole earhfare #led lx#tad 
on des feondes feax flana stregdan 
biterne brogan _banan heardlice 
grimme ongieldad des hie oft gilp brecad. 
Donne hine zt niehstan nearwe stilled 
.%.G. se geapa done god sended 
freondum on fultum fered efter PD, 
fifmegnum full... 
Thus Q and V make him bow down in death, 
the effective folk-leaders travel together, 
they have light spears, long shafis 
to strike severely — they do not withhold blows 
— with harmful strokes; the devil is hateful to them. 
Then I and L and the angry C 
gird themselves for war — the tall letter fights 
with bitter fear — soon abases 
hell’s captive so that he goes behind. 
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Then F and M throng about him 

— the guilty criminal — they have sharp spears, 
awesome arrowshot, they let fire 

shower its darts in the foe’s hair, 

a bitter fear; killers sternly 

requite in as much as they break their word. 
Then at last shall stop him closely 

the tall G, which God sends 

to the aid of his friends, D travels after, 

filled with five powers.... 


3. Two Riddles from the Exeter Book 


The Exeter Book is a unique collection of OE verse, containing much 
material of only slight religious interest; our knowledge of the breadth of 
interest and depth of antiquity of OE verse would be immeasurably 
poorer had this collection not survived. The Riddles, which are in two 
sections in the book, are almost our only vernacular record of what was 
once a popular and important tradition. Several of them have runic 
aspects, either giving the answer in runes (e.g. hors, as mentioned 
earlier) or using runes to guide and direct the solver. Not all the riddles 
have a satisfactory solution even today. 


(a) Riddle Number 64 


Ic seah P ond | ofer wong faran 
beran B M; bam wees on sibpe 
haebbendes hyht N ond F 
swylce prypa dzl, Pond M 
gefeah F ond F fléah ofer 
W ond E sylfes pes folces 
I saw W and I travelling across a plain, 
carrying BE; to both on the journey was 
Hand A the owner's joy 
as also a share of strength, Th and E 
F and & rejoiced, flew across Ea 
S and P of that troop itself 
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This has been variously interpreted, but there is general agreement that 
WI stands for wicg ‘steed’ and BE for beorn ‘warrior’, HA for hafoc 
‘hawk’, less certainly that ThE stands for begn ‘thane, officer’ (or beow 
‘servant’), FAE for falca ‘falcon(?)’, Ea for ear ‘sea’ (or eard ‘land’), and 
SP for spere ‘spear’ (or spearhafuc “sparrowhawk’). 

Clearly, one could concatenate these runes with possible OE words 
which might fit the context more-or-less well almost indefinitely. 
There is no possibility of certainty in the various interpretations 
advanced so far. 


(b) Riddle(s) 75/6 


It is not entirely clear from the manuscript layout whether the two 
sentences given below are intended to be read as two separate riddles or 
as parts of one, divided by the runes. There are precedents for both 
practices. I have opted for the latter. 


Ic swiftne geséah on swabe féran 


-HETR- 


Ic ane geseah idese sittan 


I saw [the] swift [thing] going down the way 
DNLH 
I saw a lady sitting alone 


Few things better illustrate the subjective nature of OE poetic 
interpretation than the proposed solutions to this riddle. Apparently, 
the word recorded in runes has been encrypted by reversing the order 
of the characters, but HLND is not an OE word in itself so some 
further work needs to be done. The approach which does least 
violence to the text is simply to regard the [ as a poorly formed N and 
so read the word as hund ‘dog’ — a natural candidate for a fast moving 
thing on its track, especially if a hunting dog is intended — perhaps the 
ides is waiting for the dog and its master at home? More serious- 
minded readers have seen the word as h&lend written without the 
vowels — hélend is ‘saviour’, and perhaps there is a reference to some 
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biblical story here. Quite the contrary view is taken by those who read 
the runes (also supplying the missing vowel) as hland “urine? - 
something which goes quickly on its way, and also explains the 
woman sitting alone! 
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four 


Three Runic Finds 
from Brandon, Suffolk 


Three objects bearing runes came to light from an excavation at 
Brandon, Suffolk, and were published in the magazine Gippeswic along 
with some extemporaneous but ultimately unhelpful commentary. The 
following is a re-examination of the texts as published. 


I. The 7weezer Segment bears the inscription: 


& EPMAIM, 


i.e. + ALDRED with the beginning of a further character suggested in 
the drawing; although the form is indistinct it appears to be no more than 
the double dot (:) word separator. ‘Aldred’ is a masculine personal name, 
here in an Anglian dialectal form not showing the characteristic West 
Saxon diphthongisation of a to ea before / + another consonant (West 
Saxon eald, healh; Anglian ald, halh). The slightly seriffed forms of the 
runes show the influence of the manuscript tradition and suggest that the 
item belongs to the mid- to late-Saxon era. The prefixed cross, if not a 
mere decoration, also puts the inscription into the Christian period. 
Furthermore, simplification of the vowel in the second syllable suggests 
a later rather than earlier date: the name is a compound of ald ‘old’ and 
red ‘counsel’, It is not clear just when the change (@ > e) took place but 
it would naturally occur more easily when the vowel does not bear full 
stress — as in this case, being the second syllable of a compound. 
Curiously, the name Aldred remains in use as a surname to this day. 
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II. The Antler bears a longer text which unfortunately does not mark 
word divisions and has apparently been worn away at its further end. The 
runes run 


PRNAPIFXNAIX |) >, 


which may be transcribed thus: 
W(?) H S$ WIL DD Uae Oana) CY. °° 


where (?) marks a character present which is either illegible or 
unrecognized. There may have been further characters at the end of the 
text, of which all trace has been lost, although probably no more than 
about ten since the length of the abraded material is about the same as 
that of the inscribed section. The penultimate character seems to have 
consisted of an upright staff and a bow, hence it was probably P (th) R (r) 
orP (w). 

The second rune looks a little like a poorly-formed ‘h’-rune N but is 
evidently not intended to be identical to the ‘genuine’ ‘h’-rune which 
follows it. | would suggest that it is an inexpertly graven form of the 
English ‘o’ rune F in which the upstroke from the upper branch has not 
been cut clearly. 

Accepting this supposition, two words are immediately discernible: 
‘wohs’ and ‘wildum’. The first is presumably a runic East Anglian 
equivalent of the West Saxon spelling weox the first preterite of the verb 
weaxan, to grow. To interpret ‘wildum’ properly we would really need to 
be able to read the following word clearly, although its form dictates that 
it must be either a noun or an adjective. If the latter, it is either (i) dative 
singular masculine; (ii) dative singular neuter; (iii) dative plural 
masculine, feminine or neuter. If we are dealing with a noun, the 
possibilities are virtually restricted to the dative plural of a masculine, 
feminine or neuter noun. Naturally, it could be a substantive, that is to 
say an adjective used as a noun. The root meaning is evidently ‘wild’ 
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(adjective) or ‘(a) wild (thing)’ (noun). The use of the dative here is 
more strictly ‘locative’, stating the place at which something happened. 

On a piece of antler, wi/d should refer most readily to the animal from 
which the object was taken. It is a great pity that the rest of the text is not 
clear enough to allow a certain reading, although the next word evidently 
begins with P4 ‘d’, and there is a prima facia case for this word having 
been a form of the word deor (beast, animal), presumably the dative 
singular (West Saxon deore). The apparent two ‘i’ runes after the ‘d’ 
rune may then be better interpreted as the uprights of the ‘e’ rune M, and 
the previously mentioned rune consisting of an upright and a bow could 
equally be R the ‘r’ rune. The text would then read: 


wohs . wildum. d(eore) 
[(this) grew on (a) wild beast! ] 


As a statement of fact this is undeniable, though hardly worth recording. 
The whole article may have been intended to be some kind of amulet. 
From the drawing it is clear that the pointed end has been pierced for 
suspension from a loop or thong, and it appears to have been incised 
with triangular motifs at its wider end which may also have had some 
mystical or religious significance. 


Ill. The third item is a metal Pin with two opposed birds amid interlace 
decoration on its outer face and a crudely executed runic text on the 
reverse. The piece dates from the 8"" or 9" centuries but the text on the 
reverse is not the normal ownership formula one would expect from this 
period. It is obviously the first part of the fuporc although some of the 
shapes are atypical : 


SEPERATE PATE? 


F U ThO RC(G?)W H N (1?)(J?) 
hiveeoeifveitn 5S 6 7 8 9 1011 12 
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VL TPSZ,* 


EE P X ($2)? 
i314 1S“. 


The seventh rune * would be expected to have the form X which is 
normal for the ‘g’ rune. Perhaps the inscriber mistakenly cut an upright 
stave and was then obliged to correct this as best he could. Alternatively, 
there may have been a local tradition whereby this shape was normal for 
the ‘g’ rune. Certainly in the later manuscript tradition such a form was 
used for ‘j’ which in turn may have been used to spell the palatal variant 
of ‘g’ occurring before front vowels. An Anglo-Saxon tradition did exist 
of devising separate runes for this sound (similar to a modern English 
‘y’) which would have been the normal development of the initial sound 
of the rune name ‘giefu’ where the ‘g’ would have been palatalised — 
compare the Northumbrian variant on the Ruthwell cross. 

The eleventh rune should be the ‘i’ rune but it appears to have an 
additional arm or cross-stroke which may be no more than an error or 
chance scratch. Likewise the twelfth rune ? could be affected by the 
manuscript rune-form which is named ‘ger’ in Wanley’s transcript of the 
Old English Rune Poem. ‘Ger’ is evidently ‘gear’, again with palatal ‘g’. 
Now in the Germanic rune-row | ‘i’ is conventionally followed by 
called *jera, meaning ‘season’ and the ancestor of our word ‘year’, 
alluded to by Wanley’s ‘ger’. There seems to have been a morphological 
development from % by the addition of a stave to and thence to > 
here. The addition of a stave to rune-shapes which normally lack this 
feature has been noted above (* from X) for this inscription. The only 
other known English fuporc inscription — the Thames scramasax — has 
the form + in this position, which shows no direct development from % 
as far as I can determine. 

The sixteenth rune [ ought to have the value ‘s’ although the form 
here is not the ‘standard’ one 4 but duplicates that of the Thames 
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scramasax; this shape is also found on the seventh century Chessel Down 
hilt plate and on the wooden coffin in the tomb of St. Cuthbert. It may be 
a specifically English form of h (>h> f) although the presumptive late 
date of this pin makes influence from the manuscript letter ‘r’ quite 
likely also. 

The following rune is puzzling since it immediately appears to be a 
very early (Continental Germanic) form of the rune *jera. One would 
expect the ‘t’ rune T here and it might be proposed that the staff of the 
rune has been worn away leaving only the ‘head’ were it not for the fact 
that it would be an unbelievable coincidence that a mirror-image of this 
residual shape should remain from the presumed next rune B ‘b’. It is far 
more likely that we are here dealing with a late or regional runic tradition 
in which some confusion of shapes and sequence has occurred. The 
remainder of the inscription is now illegible. 

The pin is pierced on one side, suggesting that it may have been one of 
a pair or set of three, like those found in the River Witham. I would like 
very much to know what was written on its sister-pieces — perhaps an 
ownership formula recording the name of the woman whose dress or 
headrail it held fast? The surface of the present piece does not appear large 
enough to accommodate thirty or more runes — in fact there are only twelve 
in the top line so perhaps twenty-four was the figure to be catered for, the 
same number as in the Common Germanic rune-row. The curious mixture 
of apparently early forms (e.g. 5 ), late forms (e.g. $, ie and oddities (e.g. 
¥) suggests that here in East Anglia an individual and largely independent 
runic tradition was developing by the 900s. 

As the Brandon pin is one of just two English fuporcs (outside 
manuscript sources) its importance cannot be overstated, even though it is 
far from complete. However the divergence between some of its rune- 
shapes and those found elsewhere only serves to underline the relative lack 
of interpretable English runic finds we have, and the wealth of local 
traditions which must once have existed. It is to be hoped that further such 
finds at new or known sites will enable us to establish a better regional 
map and typological sequence for our English runic inscriptions. 


five 


The Norfolk 
‘Tiw’ Runes 
A re-interpretation. 
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(There have been many references in books on runes, Anglo-Saxon religion, and so on, 
to the TIW runes from the Spong Hill cemetery (above). The English Heritage Guide to 
Anglo-Saxon England published the drawing from which the interpretation was 
formulated.) 


Martin Welch’s English Heritage Guide to Anglo-Saxon England refers to 
the pottery found in the excavation of the Spong Hill, Norfolk, cremation 
cemetery. The funerary urns discovered at that site are interesting in many 
ways and have been used for typological analysis of Anglo-Saxon pottery. 
Beyond their importance in the ceramics field, some of the urns bear 
impressed decoration (illustrated on page 86 of that work) of various types 
— the quartered circle, the sun-wheel or swastika, the stylized horseshoe 
and others. The text (page 82) discusses the nature of cremation cemeteries 
in general terms, as well as the form and function of the urns and their 
decoration. The author continues: “The more elaborate stamps at Spong 
Hill include runic inscriptions bearing the name of the warrior god Tiw and 
portrayals of animals, and it has been argued that these stamp 
combinations conveyed a message about the person being 
commemorated.” He goes on to suggest that these pot marks are possibly 
heraldic and are meant to display social information. 
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Another recent reference to this runic text is in David Wilson’s Anglo- 
Saxon Paganism, where the author points out the unique character of the 
runic stamp which consists of three characters in relief; of the three, the 
first consists of a T-rune with two pairs of arms, the second a similar form 
but with only one pair of arms and the third either a bind-rune of I and U or 
the (separate) y-rune. The interpretation given in this book is of a double 
rendering of the god’s name, whereby the first rune represents the god’s 
initial and the remainder spell the god’s name in full i.e. TIU or TY. 

What surprised me, turning to the illustration, is that the stamp “bearing 
the name of the warrior god Tiw” shown in both books actually does not 
show what one would expect to find as the runic spelling of Tiw’s name, 
i.e.T | P. The illustration, reproduced above, is taken from the excavation 
report of the Spong Hill cemetery, and is a good example of a tentative, 
interim interpretation by an expert in a quite different discipline passing 
into the ‘folklore’ of the subject without further investigation (or, 
seemingly, discussion). The Spong Hill TIW runes are referred to in more 
than one other book on northern religion and burial practice. I am not sure 
who suggested that the text in question might read TIW, but it is clear that 
this interpretation relies largely on the identification of the middle rune 
with that which customarily stands for the god’s name. 

Now the text does have as its middle character the spear-shaped rune T 
which is sometimes used to stand for the whole name 7iw, in just the same 
way as the scribe of the Beowulf manuscript once wrote the ‘m’ rune 
(called monn, PA) to stand for the word monn (‘man, person’) in the poem. 
This use of runes as syllabic symbols, which was particularly associated 
with the riddling poet Cynewulf, was a convenience when the rune symbol 
could be substituted for the entire word which was its name. The ‘t’ rune T 
does sometimes appear on English and Continental weapons with 
presumably devotional intent, the war god’s power and protection being 
invoked through the marking of his name by means of the sign which was 
itself named after him; the Old English Rune Poem clearly refers to Tiw 
although the manuscript reads fir ‘glory’. 

But the rune 7iw is only one of the three present, and what is more 
the others are not of regular form. Taking the last (7) first, this looks 
rather like the earliest forms of the Yr rune whose classic shape is shown 
as [F\ , but which betrays its origin through earlier shapes: the phonetic 
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value of this character is a high, front, lip-rounded vowel transcribed as 
‘y’ in early West Saxon, produced by the influence of the semi-vowel ‘i’ 
on a preceding ‘u’. The rune may appear in early texts as hh, 
transparently a combination of ‘i’ | and ‘u’ Nl. Perhaps, then, the third 
rune here could represent ‘y’? The dating of the cemetery to the 51.6" 
centuries makes this uncertain since the sound change is unlikely to have 
occurred so early. Beyond this, it is perhaps stretching the evidence too 
far to suggest that the sequence ‘ty’ could be the same as Jiw, though 
granted in mediaeval Norse his name can appear with that spelling (the 
god Tyr, accusative form 7y). 

And what of the first character? It is not of a recognised early form, 
nor does it seem to be a precursor of any later Anglo-Saxon runic shapes 
I could discover. If runes 2 and 3 are read as ‘ty’ the letter before it ought 
to be either a vowel or possibly ‘s’, although again this shape does not 
closely resemble the ‘s’ rune If instead we must read the 
ideogrammatical ‘tiw. Yr’ perhaps this first character should be read as a 
personal name element, since many Anglo-Saxon names are compounds 
of two separate words (e.g. Eadweard < ead ‘blessed’ + weard 
‘guardian’). But no such names consist of three elements; and even if the 
first character were merely a determinant or marker signifying “personal 
name...” there is the additional objection that no names are known 
ending in ‘-yr’, and even the element ‘fiw-’ is extremely rare. Regarding 
the runes as ideograms or syllabic signs seemed to lead nowhere. 

A further line of enquiry presented itself to me, suggested by the 
shape of the first rune TF — it looks a little like a fir tree and reminded me 
strongly of the common northern love of cryptography using similar 
rune-like symbols (hahalrunar). The system is based on the fixed order 
of the runes and their respective groupings, known by the Norse name 
ettir. Traditionally there are three of these groups of eight characters, 
although the English extension of the Germanic rune row from twenty 
four to twenty-eight signs involved the creation of a fourth group. Any 
individual rune can be indicated by showing first its group and second its 
position within the group; for example, P is in the first att and is the 
third rune along so its cipher is F , or likewise % is the second eft’s 
fourth rune, hence -E and so on. 
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Returning to the Spong Hill inscription, the first sign is clearly of the 
order 2:2 and the second 1:1. These should indicate the runic characters for 
‘b’ and ‘f respectively. Even allowing for the vowels perhaps not being 
recorded, this was not a promising start. It might be that the vowels were 
shown by means of a further cryptic device, namely that of representing 
them by the following rune in the sequence, a practice known and used 
in later Anglo-Saxon England. The inscription would then read F ‘a/e’ 
and M ‘e’ (using the alphabet) or M ‘e’ and N ‘u’ (using the fuporc), again 
improbable as the beginning of an English word even at so early a date. A 
more fundamental problem was the third character (1), however, which 
exhibits a rather different shape from the other two; it was clearly meant to 
be distinct from the sign next to it, but what significance should be 
attached to the ‘branches’ reaching down to the base line? This is not a 
normal feature of the twig-rune system of cryptography, and tended to 
suggest that another solution to the problem would have to be sought. But 
what else could these three runes signify? With so little to go on, the 
problem seemed insoluble. 


The answer to the question just posed, when it came to me, had been 
staring me in the face all along. As often happens, it was necessary to 
take a step back from the analytical approach I had been following and 
look again with fresh eyes at the inscription. What I should have seen 
straight away, before considering the possible phonetic or 
ideogrammatic content of the text, was its morphology, its shape. What 
was so striking about the characters before me was that each of them 
was symmetrical, which few runes are. Could this be chance? Or was 
there something significant here I had just overlooked? Sure enough, if 
you bisect each character along its vertical axis (its plane of symmetry) 
you see a very different text for the stamp now reads FT N ‘alu’; 
moreover, it reads this both forwards and backwards : 
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FrAdd4 


alut+ula 


What does this mean? Now ‘alu’ is not a common Old English word, 
though it could be an early or dialectal form of the word ‘ale’ — West 
Saxon ealu or ealod. So was the man in the urn a brewer? A heavy 
drinker? A licensed victualler? Or could ‘A/w’ have been his personal 
name? In fact as a short formula, ‘a/u’ is what the Anglo-Saxons called a 
galdorword, a charm or spoken formula. It is presumed to have been in 
use for some considerable time, since it is found in the elder fupark or 
Common Germanic rune row (see below). At the early date of the Spong 
Hill cemetery (C.5—6) it is uncertain whether the first rune would have 
had its original value ‘a’ or its Old English value ‘ze’, but since the word 
is always spelt with these same three runes it matters little whether we 
transcribe the earlier ‘a/u’ or the Poto-Old English ‘@/u’. In fact, the die 
used to impress the Spong Hill pot must have been of traditional design 
dating from the earlier runic period — if indeed the stamp itself was not 
handed down among potters for generations and thus of great antiquity 
already before it came to England. 

According to R. W. V. Elliott, the word ‘a/w’ (which also occurs on 
the 3rd century Lindholm amulet and elsewhere) is a ‘magic’ word of 
which the meaning is ‘protection, taboo’. The similarity of this word to 
*alup the reconstructed proto-Norse word for ‘ale’ caused confusion in 
later centuries when ‘ale-runes’ (g/riinar) were interpreted as suitable for 
inscribing on a drinking horn in order to ensure the wholesomeness of 
the contents. An incident in Egils Saga Skallagrimssonar has the hero- 
runemaster Egil carve ale-runes on his drinking vessel, redden them with 
his blood and sing a charm over them, whereupon the horn bursts 
asunder due to the fact that the drink had been laced with poison. Here 
the nature of the protection afforded by the runes has been re-interpreted 
and the apotropaic power of the formula ‘alu’ has become a much more 
prosaic litmus test for toxins. 
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Interestingly, ‘alu’ has been encoded most efficiently in an early 
inscription from Poland (the Korlin gold ring, c.550-600AD) in the form 
Ff . This symbol combines three runic elements: the first F is ‘a’ and the 
second NJ is merely ‘I’ (1) rotated 180°. But on the hahalrunar principle 
this cipher-shape refers to the first ett and second rune F which is of 
course ‘u’ Ni; hence ‘a+l+u’. So simple and concise a cryptogram must 
have been a source of great intellectual satisfaction (not to say smugness) 
to its deviser! 

Again, what does ‘alu’ mean? According to a survey of the evidence 
and suggestions carried out by J. B. Conant, it seems to have had a 
general preserving and protecting function, hence its occurrence on 
amulets and bracteates. Suggestions as to the history and relations of the 
word include: 

(i) in the form a/uh (occurring in one runic text) it could be connected 
to Gothic alhs, Old English ealh, Old Saxon/Old High German alah 
all meaning ‘temple, sacred place’; we shall return to this notion 
later, but suffice it for now to say that these terms are all related to 
the Germanic rune-name *algiz ‘protection’ (¥ ); 

(ii) an agent noun derived from the reconstructed verb *alan ‘spring up, 
arise’ with the extended meaning ‘growth, prosperity, thriving’; or 
possibly a form of this verb meaning ‘I let thrive, I strengthen, I 
protect’ — this is attractive, especially in connection with (v) below, 
but seems to lack the essential idea of ‘protection’ in the phrase; 

(iii) under a numericomagical interpretation of the rune-row, F = 3, f = 
20 and N = 1, the sum of which is 24 and hence the formula ‘alu’ 
stands for all 24 runes; ingenious though this may be, it is far too 
contrived to command any respect and ignores the fact that ‘alu’ 
was evidently a word not a mere cipher; 

(iv) derived from the same ancient (Proto-Indo-European) root as gave 
rise to the Hittite words alwanzahh ‘bewitch’ and alwanzatar 
‘magic’ and the Greek verb aluein ‘be beside oneself, rage’ and 
perhaps having the meaning ‘ecstasy’; this is another idea to which 
we shall return later; 

(v) simply ‘ale’, the drink; this is not impossible, since the word often 
occurs in conjunction with the word fT FN < F ¥ *laukaz ‘leek, 
onion, garlic’ and together the two words may suggest sacred or 
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healing food and drink; yet ‘ale’ does not fit all the occurrences of 
‘alu’ where something more akin to ‘beware!’ seems to be involved; 

(vi) a trio of rune names *ansuz *laguz *uruz ‘god — water — strength’ 
with perhaps mythical associations; this also fails to take account of 
the fact that ‘alu’ is a word not a cipher. 


Conant himself suggests that alu = allu neuter plural of Old Norse al/r 
‘all’ and means ‘all the gods’ (which are traditionally neuter in gender in 
northern mythology). While not without merit, this also seems to fail to 
capture the apotropaic function of the charm. 

As a means of averting bad luck or the effects of evil magic alu 
may have had religious or magical significance. Unfortunately rune 
magic is so tainted by mediaeval traditions and ideas that it is perhaps 
unsafe to make any assumptions about what the charm-word a/u might 
have meant to the inhabitants of fifth century Norfolk. It is however 
worth speculating that the word itself is derived from the same 
Germanic or pre-Germanic (Proto-Indo-European) root as the rune- 
name *algiz which also appears to mean ‘protection’. (If the word 
were Primitive Old English, ‘a/u, @/u’ could represent a Germanic 
noun form *aluz, but this would appear as *aluR in Old Norse, a form 
which simply does not occur.) Therefore regarding a/u as a noun of the 
common type seems quite unprofitable. It is perhaps possible to see it 
as the first person singular present indicative of a verb, meaning 
something like ‘I protect’ or ‘I avert (evil)’, which form could end in - 
u. Even in the much later manuscript of Beowulf we find such a form 
as hafu for ‘I have’, retaining the -w ending for the first person singular 
(line 2523 ...ic mé on hafu...). On an amulet this meaning has a 
particular aptness since it both emphasises the protective power of the 
object and also renders it ‘animate’ in the sense that the amulet itself 
declares its own power. 

Alternatively there is a Proto-Indo-European root *alu which relates 
to sorcery, magic and intoxication, and which lies behind the words ‘ale’ 
and ‘hallucination’ (via Latin from Greek). Another, extended form of 
this root is *alek with a meaning ‘ward off, protect’ giving rise to Greek 
aleks (strength), aleksein (to protect); and this *alek may also give rise 
to the Germanic word *algiz (the z-rune’s presumed name) with very 
similar meaning. If the ‘alu’ charm and the z-rune called *algiz are 
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related, then it may not be overstating the case to suggest that there was 
some association of ideas in these words. The mere fact that both have a 
loose connection with protection may mean that their root lies in the PIE 
root *al- (beyond) — this root gives rise to a great many English words, 
notably ‘alter’, ‘adultery’, ‘ultimate’ etc. from Latin, and the more 
homely Germanic reflexes ‘e/se, e/sewhere’ — with a meaning ‘I put 
(evil) elsewhere, I avert (evil)’. (Against this hypothesis is the fact that 
the ending -w is confined to strong verbs, but the root a/- cannot belong 
to this verbal type due to its vowel and root structure.) 

Arriving at a substantially similar conclusion by a different route, the 
noted runologist Professor Elmer H. Antonsen identifies a/u with Old 
English ealod, Old Saxon alo, etc. all meaning ‘beer, ale’ and equates 
‘ale-runes’ with ‘magic-runes’ in that they were perhaps thought to cause 
delusion and mental excitement, citing parallel Indo-European 
derivatives such as Greek aluein ‘be besides one’s self’, Lithuanian 
aliotis ‘rage, act foolishly’, and Hittite a/wanzatar ‘magic’ (see above). 

It is quite likely that the two ideas, ‘magic, sorcery’ and ‘aversion, 
protection’, became merged in the popular mind and a simple verb 
meaning ‘deflect, turn aside, ward off came to have powerful apotropaic 
associations which remained into the period of runic development 
(variously ascribed to the centuries immediately before or after Christ) 
and gave rise to the concise but evidently time-honoured ga/dorword 
alu. That this Germanic formula should turn up in fifth century Norfolk 
should not really surprise us, for the English were then but newly arrived 
in this island and had not yet learnt to despise their long-standing 
customs. Whether anyone knew at Spong Hill what the pot-stamp meant 
is of course another matter, although the presence of runes suggests a 
rune-master, or at the very least a certain familiarity among those 
responsible for organising the deceased’s affairs with a tradition of runic 
stamps and dies. By the time the Spong Hill stamp was in use there the 
meaning might well have been forgotten — especially as the shapes used 
were not the familiar Anglo-Saxon ones — and its continued use may owe 
more to family tradition and a feeling of awe attached to some ancient 
device — a true amulet. 

In the aforegoing, | hope I have shown that despite having been 
accepted by Anglo-Saxonists as a dedication to Tiw for more than fifteen 
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years (e.g. L. & J. Laing Anglo-Saxon England, 1979, page 87) the 
Spong Hill inscription must be seen as an encrypted or mystically 
repeated example of the Common Germanic a/u formula. How many 
other disregarded English runic texts await a fresh eye and re-appraisal, I 
wonder? 
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The Shape of Runes to Come 


Having accompanied me so far through this book, you will probably have 
formulated an opinion as to what runes are about and you may care to look 
further into the subject, particularly if you have an interest in the human 
aspects of history and cannot help feeling a thrill at ancient texts only 
partly understood. In doing so, you will encounter a problem, in that there 
are a great many books currently available on the subject of runes, some of 
which are very good while others are dogmatic and largely at odds with 
recorded evidence. This confusion stems from the fact that the subject 
enjoyed something of a vogue during the last and earlier part of this 
century, and then with the hostility towards everything even remotely 
German engendered by two World Wars, runes became something of a 
taboo topic; so much so, that when I took up their study some twenty years 
ago | could only find two books on the subject, both of which were of very 
little merit. It is to be regretted that many alleged ‘runelore’ books 
published today draw on much the same kind of spurious source material 
and are no more worthwhile than those early efforts. It can be argued (and 
often is by those whose interest it serves) that modern attitudes to the runes 
are equally valid to those of a thousand years ago. And there is some truth 
in this — we read Beowulf, for example, today and our perception of and 
attitude to it cannot be identical to that of the poet who sang it or the scribe 
who first wrote it down; yet we bring a certain set of expectations to the 
poem and (for many of us) it satisfies them and we consider it as a work of 
art. Likewise, then, can it not be that we may take up runes and learn from 
them something of the thought processes of our ancestors, or even of our 
own? This is an attractive idea but it rather depends on what the author of 
any given book means by the term ‘rune’ — and few care to define the term 
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at all. The difference between what I understand as a ‘rune’ and what is 
meant by the term in some books is that I restrict its use to any of the 
characters used in recording the North and North West Germanic 
languages and their descendants, whereas a more general definition seems 
to apply elsewhere e.g. ‘angular mark used at some time in Europe’. The 
problem with this is self-evident: if you throw down a handful of sticks at 
random, the chances are that some of them will fall touching each other, 
and that many of the arrangements so produced will have been used 
somewhere, at some time as a runic character. It therefore follows that 
mediaeval masons’ marks or guild marks, even the cattle-brands used by 
American ranchers and the like, which are also often predominantly 
rectilinear and angular, will often resemble runes. To argue from this for a 
secret society practising runic magic from Neolithic times into the Middle 
Ages is misleading and dangerous, and the evidence for it tenuous — 
though it is not entirely impossible, of course. 

The later history of runes — tracing them into modern times — is rather a 
different subject, touching on Scandinavian and Icelandic folklore 
traditions and the ‘folksy’ arts and crafts movements of the last century. 

An interesting postscript to mainstream runic studies is in the use of 
runic — or at least runelike- symbols by the German armed forces during 
the Second World War. The so-called Odal rune (&) was the divisional 
insignia of the 14" Panzer Division, while the 19" used a symbol based on 
the #-rune, the so-called wolfsangel ‘wolf's hook’ <=, which with 
variations was also used by Sturmgeschutz Brigade 249, the 2nd SS Panzer 
Division, Panzergrenadier Division Feldherrenhalle and 4" SS-Polizei 
Panzergrenadier Division. Naturally, the military elite chose to represent 
its name (Schutzstaffel) by means of the two initial s-runes: 44. Closer 
to home, the party symbol or logo of the Scottish Nationalists is the eel 
rune & inverted: since @pel is ‘homeland’ this is presumably no accident, 
although it might represent a thistle. 
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It seems that runic studies — ‘runology’ — have now taken two separate 
paths: one, the academic, inching ahead with painful caution; the other, the 
popular and ‘occult’, racing off hither and yon, and often almost entirely 
lost due to failing to take bearings at regular intervals. And never the twain 
shall meet, we might think; except that there are a few interested persons 
whose training and background is firmly academic and who yet are willing 
to try out other approaches and not dismiss interesting ideas out of hand. It 
is with them that the future of the subject lies. 


Cr YS 


To recapitulate: the runes are a Germanic script of unknown antiquity 
used for the recording of Scandinavian and North Sea Germanic 
languages. Much more than this we cannot say with certainty, pending 
new finds or better analytic methods. It is possible to see symbolic 
mimesis in some of the rune-shapes, as for example T as a spear, Y as 
the outstretched arm warding off harm, or F as the twin bovine horns, but 
this approach appears not to be applicable to the shapes as a whole 
without some very tortuous reasoning. During their almost two 
thousand-year usage in the north, they have served for all manner of 
communication purposes — both religious and secular, both magical and 
mundane — and since the Middle Ages they have been increasingly 
removed from the ordinary, everyday world and reserved for the 
magician, the linguistic palaeontologist and the historian. Perhaps one 
day someone will formulate a ‘general principle of runelore’ by which 
all texts may be interpreted; until then, I hope you will agree with me 
that runes are, above all else, interesting! 
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Analysis of the Distinctive Featuresof the Elder Futhark 
A staff is a basic upright; a branch is a single straight line leading upwards off a staff; an arm is 
a single straight line leading downward off a staff; a crook is a rightangled turn; a pocket is an 
enclosed area; a saltire is an x-shaped cross. (/ and r mean left and right side respectively). 


The Common Germanic Rune Row or Elder Futhark 
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(Against Wens) 10. Wid Weetereelfadle (Against Waterelf Sickness) 11. The Nine Herbs 
Charm 12. Lecedomas (Leechdoms) 13. Beowulf’s Greeting 14. The Battle of Brunanburh 
There is a Guide to Pronunciation and sixteen Reading Exercises 


£15 2CDs - Free Old English transcript from www.asbooks.co.uk. 


Wordcraft Concise English/Old English Dictionary and Thesaurus 
Stephen Pollington 

Wordcraft provides Old English equivalents to the commoner modern words in both 
dictionary and thesaurus formats. The Thesaurus presents vocabulary relevant to a wide range 
of individual topics in alphabetical lists, thus making it easily accessible to those with specific 
areas of interest. Each thematic listing is encoded for cross-reference from the Dictionary. 


The two sections will be of invaluable assistance to students of the language, as well as those 
with either a general or a specific interest in the Anglo-Saxon period. 


£9.95 


Anglo-Saxon Attitudes — A short introduction to Anglo-Saxonism 

J.A. Hilton 

This is not a book about the Anglo-Saxons, but a book about books about Anglo-Saxons, It 
describes the academic discipline of Anglo-Saxonism; the methods of study used; the 
underlying assumptions; and the uses to which it has been put. 

Methods and motives have changed over time but right from the start there have been constant 
themes: English patriotism and English freedom. 


£5.95 hardback 64 pages 


The Origins of the Anglo-Saxons 
Donald Henson 
This book has three great strengths. 


First, it pulls together and summarises the whole range of evidence bearing on the subject, 
offering an up-to-date assessment: the book is, in other words, a highly efficient introduction 
to the subject. Second — perhaps reflecting Henson’s position as a leading practitioner of 
public archaeology (he is currently Education and Outreach Co-ordinator for the Council for 
British Archaeology) — the book is refreshingly jargon free and accessible. Third, Henson is 
not afraid to offer strong, controversial interpretations. The Origins of the Anglo-Saxons can 
therefore be strongly recommended to those who want a detailed road-map of the evidence 
and debates for the migration period. 
Current Archaeology 2006 

£18.95 296 pages 


The Elder Gods — The Otherworld of Early England 
Stephen Pollington 
The purpose of the work is to bring together a range of evidence for pre-Christian beliefs and 
attitudes to the Otherworld drawn from archaeology, linguistics, literary studies and comparative 
mythology. The rich and varied English tradition influenced the worldview of the later mediaeval 
and Norse societies. Aspects of this tradition are with us still in the 21* century. 

£35 70 illustrations 526 pages 


A Departed Music — Readings in Old English Poetry 

Walter Nash 

The readings of this book take the form of passages of translation from some Old English 
poems. The author paraphrases their content and discuses their place and significance in the 
history of poetic art in Old English society and culture. 

The author’s knowledge, enthusiasm and love of his subject help make this an excellent 
introduction to the subject for students and the general reader. 


£9.95 hardback 240 pages 


Tolkien’s Mythology for England - A Guide to Middle Earth 


Edmund Wainwright 

You will find here an outline of Tolkien’s life and work. The main part of the book consists of 
an alphabetical subject list which aims to give the reader a greater understanding of Tolkien’s 
Middle-Earth, the creatures that inhabited it and the languages they spoke. The focus is on the 
Lord of the Rings and how Tolkien’s knowledge and enthusiasm for Anglo-Saxon and Norse 
literature and history helped shape its plot and characters. 


£9.95 hardback 


a 


The Mead-Hall 


The feasting tradition in Anglo-Saxon England 
Stephen Pollington 
This new study takes a broad look at the subject of halls and feasting in Anglo-Saxon 
England. The idea of the communal meal was very important among nobles and yeomen, 
warriors, farmers churchmen and laity. One of the aims of the book is to show that there was 
not just one ‘feast’ but two main types: the informal social occasion gebeorscipe and the 
formal, ritual gathering symbel. 
Using the evidence of Old English texts - mainly the epic Beowulf and the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicles, Stephen Pollington shows that the idea of feasting remained central to early 
English social traditions long after the physical reality had declined in importance. 
The words of the poets and saga-writers are supported by a wealth of archaeological data dealing 
with halls, settlement layouts and magnificent feasting gear found in many early Anglo-Saxon 
graves. 
Three appendices cover: 

e —_Hall-themes in Old English verse; 

e Old English and translated texts; 

e The structure and origins of the warband. 


£18.95 


Tastes of Anglo-Saxon England 
Mary Savelli 


These easy to follow recipes will enable you to enjoy a mix of ingredients and flavours that 
were widely known in Anglo-Saxon England but are rarely experienced today. In addition to 
the 46 recipes, there is background information about households and cooking techniques. 


£5.95 


English Sea Power 871-1100 AD 


John Pullen-Appleby 

This work examines the largely untold story of English sea power during the period 871 to 
1100. It was an age when English kings deployed warships first against Scandinavian invaders 
and later in support of Continental allies. 

The author has gathered together information about the appearance of warships and how they 
were financed, crewed, and deployed. 


£14.95 hardback 


Rudiments of Runelore 

Stephen Pollington 

The purpose of this book is to provide both a comprehensive introduction for those coming to 
the subject for the first time, and a handy and inexpensive reference work for those with some 
knowledge of the subject. The Abecedarium Nordmannicum and the English, Norwegian and 
Icelandic rune poems are included as are two rune riddles, extracts from the Cynewulf poems 
and new work on the three Brandon runic inscriptions and the Norfolk “Tiw’ runes. 

Include: The Origin of the Runes; Runes among the Germans; The Germanic Rune Row and 
the Common Germanic Language; The English Runic Tradition; The Scandinavian Runic 
Tradition; Runes and Pseudo-runes; The Use of Runes; Bind Runes and Runic Cryptography. 


£5.95 Illustrations 
Woden’s Warriors 
Paul Mortimer 
This book explores some of the resources available to warriors in Anglo-Saxon England and 
northern Europe during the 6" and 7" centuries. In this time of great change, the remains of 
old empires were still visible but new ideas and methods of organisation were making possible 


the growth of centralised kingdoms which became the nation states that dominated Europe for 
the next thousand years. 


It was also a time of great artistry and wealth, much of which was devoted to the creation of 
works of art devoted to war and warfare. It is a time when traditional symbols of identity and 
the old gods were mingling with new patterns of belief. 

This book provides the reader with glimpses of what it was like to be part of a warrior society. 
Over 300 illustrations 


£45 305 illustrations large format hardback 304 pages 


Wayland’s Work — Anglo-Saxon Art 4" to 7 century 
Stephen Pollington 


Not only was there considerable artistry in the output of early Anglo-Saxon workshops, but it 
was vigorous, complex and technically challenging. 


The designs found on Anglo-Saxon artefacts are never mere ornament: in a society which used 
visual and verbal signals to demonstrate power, authority, status and ethnicity, no visual 
statement was ever empty of meaning. 


The aim of this work is to prompt a better understanding of Anglo-Saxon art and the society 
which produced it. Nothing like this has been published for nearly 100 years. 


£70 548 pages 62 colour plates, 226 illustrations 


Anglo-Saxon Books 


Order online at www.asbooks.co.uk 
Check website for changes in prices and availability 


Organisations 


ba Engliscan Gesidas 


ba Engliscan Gesidas is a historical and cultural society exclusively devoted to Anglo-Saxon 
history. The Fellowship publishes a quarterly journal, Widowinde, and has a website with 
regularly updated information and discussions. Local groups arrange their own meetings and 
attend lectures, exhibitions and events. Members are able to share their interest with like- 
minded people and learn more about the origins and growth of English culture, including 
language, literature, archaeology, anthropology, architecture, art, religion, mythology, folklore 
and material culture. 

For further details see www.tha-engliscan-gesithas.org.uk or write to: 

Membership Secretary, The English Companions, PO Box 62790, London, SW 12 2BH, England 


Regia Anglorum 


Regia Anglorum is an active group of enthusiasts who attempt to portray as accurately as 
possible the life and times of the people who lived in the British Isles around a thousand years 
ago. We investigate a wide range of crafts and have a Living History Exhibit that frequently 
erects some thirty tented period structures. 
Our site at Wychurst has a large Anglo-Saxon hall — defended manor house - which has been 
reconstructed using the best available evidence. Members can learn weapon skills with 
accurate copies of weapons of the period. We own and operate six full scale vessels ranging 
from a 6 metre Faering to a 15 metre ocean-going trader! 
We have a thriving membership and 40 branches in the British Isles and United States - so 
there might be one near you. We especially welcome families with children. 

www.regia.org General information eolder@regia.org Membership join@regia.org 


The Sutton Hoo Society 

Our aims and objectives focus on promoting research and education relating to the Anglo 
Saxon Royal cemetery at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk in the UK. The Society publishes a newsletter 
SAXON twice a year, which keeps members up to date with society activities, carries resumes 
of lectures and visits, and reports progress on research and publication associated with the site. 
If you would like information about membership see website: www.suttonhoo.org 


Wuffing Education 
Wuffing Education provides those interested in the history, archaeology, literature and culture 
of the Anglo-Saxons with the chance to meet experts and fellow enthusiasts for a whole day of 
in-depth seminars and discussions. Day Schools take place at the historic Tranmer House 
overlooking the burial mounds of Sutton Hoo in Suffolk. For details events go to - 

website www.wuffings.co.uk email education@wuffings.co.uk 


Places to visit 


Bede’s World at Jarrow 


Bede’s world tells the remarkable story of the life and times of the Venerable Bede, 673-735 
AD. Visitors can explore the origins of early medieval Northumbria and Bede’s life and 
achievements through his own writings and the excavations of the monasteries at Jarrow and 
other sites. 

Location — 10 miles from Newcastle upon Tyne, off the A19 near the southern entrance to the 
River Tyne tunnel. Bus services 526 & 527 

Bede’s World, Church Bank, Jarrow, Tyne and Wear, NE32 3DY 
Tel. 0191 489 2106; Fax: 0191 428 2361; website: www.bedesworld.co.uk 


Sutton Hoo near Woodbridge, Suffolk 


Sutton Hoo is a group of low burial mounds overlooking the River Deben in south-east 
Suffolk. Excavations in 1939 brought to light the richest burial ever discovered in Britain — an 
Anglo-Saxon ship containing a magnificent treasure which has become one of the principal 
attractions of the British Museum. The mound from which the treasure was dug is thought to 
be the grave of Radwald, an early English king who died in 624/5 AD. 

This National Trust site has an excellent visitor centre, which includes a reconstruction of the 
burial chamber and its grave goods. Some original objects as well as replicas of the treasure 
are on display. 

2 miles east of Woodbridge on B1083 Tel. 01394 389700 


West Stow Anglo-Saxon Village 


An early Anglo-Saxon Settlement reconstructed on the site where it was excavated consisting 
of timber and thatch hall, houses and workshop. There is also a museum containing objects 
found during the excavation of the site. Open all year 10am (except Christmas) Last entrance 
summer 4pm; winter 3-30pm. Special provision for school parties. A teachers’ resource pack 
is available. Costumed events are held on some weekends, especially Easter Sunday and 
August Bank Holiday Monday. Craft courses are organised. 
For further details see www.weststow.org or contact: 
The Visitor Centre, West Stow Country Park, Icklingham Road, West Stow, 
Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk IP286HG Tel. 01284 728718 


